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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The City of San Buenaventura (City) operates the Ventura Water Reclamation Facility
(VWRF), a publicly-owned tertiary wastewater treatment facility with a design capacity
of 14 million gallons per day (MGD), and current discharges between 7 and 10 MGD.
The VWRF operates under waste discharge requirements contained in Order No. 00-143
(the Order), which also serves as the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
(NPDES) permit (CA0053651).  The Order provides effluent limits based upon levels
protective of saltwater aquatic life.

The objective of the Resident Species Study is to determine whether the EPA’s
freshwater or saltwater criteria are appropriate for VWRF effluent.  The study uses the
taxonomic composition of benthic macroinvertebrates (invertebrates) living in the Santa
Clara River Estuary (SCRE) as the best way to characterize the salinity tolerance ranges
of resident species in the estuary.  Species composition is the EPAs preferred method, as
described in the California Toxic Rule (CTR).  In order to use the species composition
data to determine the appropriate standard, two determinations are made: 1) comparison
of the taxa found in the Santa Clara River Estuary (SCRE) with those used by EPA in
establishing the ambient water quality criteria for copper; and 2) the salinity tolerances of
the taxa found in the SCRE.

Habitat conditions in the SCRE vary dramatically, depending on the magnitude of flow
from the Santa Clara River and the state of the sand spit at the estuary’s mouth  (open or
closed).  The mouth frequently closes off at the sand spit and creates a shallow lagoon.
When the sand spit is closed, the Santa Clara River is impounded and the estuary often
becomes fully inundated with several feet of water. When the spit is breached, water
flows freely into the ocean and a large mudflat is exposed.

Due to these variations in conditions, benthic samples for the Resident Species Study
were collected from nine  stations throughout the SCRE during four sampling events: 1)
November 6-9, 2001, mouth closed; 2) December 10-12, 2001, mouth open; 3) April 16-
19, 2002, mouth open; and 4) July 1-3, 2002, mouth closed.  Three replicate benthic cores
were taken at three locations within each station,, providing a total of 81 cores per
sampling event and 324 cores from all four events.  The analysis also considers a similar
study conducted between 1997 and 1999 in the SCRE by the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service.

Four measures of community benthic structure were calculated from the
macroinvertebrate dataset: 1) species richness (number of species per station), 2)
abundance (number of individuals per station); 3) evenness (equitability of species
abundance, per station); and 4) diversity (number of species and relative abundance, per
station).  In addition, cluster analysis and ordination were performed to detect variations
in the community structure.
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The principal findings of the Resident Species Study are as follows:

• The SCRE is neither a freshwater nor a saltwater system.  The majority of
organisms collected in the Estuary were freshwater species tolerant of brackish
conditions. The salinity tolerance of one taxa, the Cyprididae, was unknown but a
brackish water or euryhaline distribution is likely.  Assuming this is true,
freshwater organisms that are tolerant of brackish conditions and
brackish/euryhaline organisms were the predominant salinity tolerance categories
present in the SCRE.

• The SCRE is unique among other estuaries found in the Southern California Bight
(Point Conception south to the California/Mexico border).  Published information
on invertebrate communities and hydrologic conditions was found on seven
estuaries of similar size to the SCRE within the Southern California Bight..
Among these estuaries, the SCRE is unique in that it receives constant year-round
freshwater flows and does not have its mouth manually dredged for water quality
purposes.  The seven estuaries examined generally share many benthic
invertebrate taxa in common.  With the exception of San Dieguito Lagoon, the
SCRE shares very few invertebrate taxa with these other estuaries. The species
compositions of the other estuaries are in general more estuarine and marine than
the SCRE.

• In comparison to the invertebrates used by the EPA to establish the freshwater
copper criteria, the SCRE has an approximate 25% taxonomic overlap with the
freshwater families. Of the six most common taxa found in the SCRE, four were
used by the EPA in establishing the freshwater copper criteria.  Most overlap
between the EPA test species and SCRE species is at the genus level.  In contrast,
there is no taxonomic overlap at the species, genus, or family level between the
taxa found in the SCRE with the families used by the EPA to establish the
saltwater copper criterion. The freshwater criteria have been established based
upon many of the families found in the SCRE, and are, therefore, appropriate for
the SCRE.

• A majority of SCRE species are freshwater species tolerant of brackish conditions
or brackish species.  Similarly, the EPA test species used in establishing the
freshwater copper criteria are primarily freshwater species tolerant of brackish
conditions or euryhaline species.  In contrast, the EPA test species used for the
saltwater criteria are primarily marine organisms intolerant of brackish conditions
or brackish organisms. Given this comparison, the freshwater criteria would be
more protective of the salinity ranges found in the SCRE than the saltwater
criteria.
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• The VWRF provides supplementary water for upstream diversions that would
otherwise dewater the SCRE.  The SCRE supports a wide diversity of rare,
threatened, and endangered species, provides a wintering ground and flyway for
migrating birds, and preserves an ecosystem type threatened by human activities.

Based upon these data, the City requests that the freshwater criteria apply to the discharge
from the VWRF.  In an ecosystem with a species composition indicating freshwater
species tolerant of brackish conditions, such as the SCRE, the hardness of the receiving
water can be used to derive a site-specific objective for the metals.  Accordingly, it would
be appropriate for the Regional Board to use the hardness-dependent equations for
freshwater metals criteria presented in the CTR to establish site-specific objectives.
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1.0
INTRODUCTION

The City of San Buenaventura (City) operates the Ventura Water Reclamation Facility
(VWRF), a publicly-owned tertiary wastewater treatment facility with a design capacity
of 14 million gallons per day (MGD).  The VWRF is located on the north bank of the
Santa Clara River in the city of San Buenaventura (Figure 1.1).  It currently discharges
approximately 7 to 10 MGD of treated municipal wastewater into the Santa Clara River
Estuary (SCRE) (Figure 1.2) and reclaims approximately 0.7 MGD for landscape
irrigation use. The SCRE and its surrounding marshes and riparian areas constitute the
160 acre Santa Clara River Estuary Natural Preserve.

The VWRF operates under waste discharge requirements contained in Order No. 00-143
(the Order), which also serves as the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
(NPDES) permit (CA0053651).  The Order provides effluent limits protective of
saltwater aquatic life.

The California Toxics Rule (CTR), from which the saltwater effluent limits were derived,
specifies that freshwater criteria apply at locations where salinities of one part per
thousand (ppt) and below exist 95% or more of the time, and that saltwater water criteria
apply at locations where salinities of ten ppt and above exist 95% or more of the time.
The SCRE has salinities between one and ten ppt, and, as such, neither the freshwater nor
the saltwater criteria readily apply.  In this case, the more stringent of the criteria apply
unless the CTR-implementing agency approves the application of the freshwater or
saltwater criteria based on an appropriate biological assessment. In describing the
application of a biological assessment, the CTR states that “in evaluating appropriate data
supporting the alternative set of criteria, EPA will focus on the species composition as its
preferred method”.

The objective of the Resident Species Study is, therefore, to determine whether the
EPA’s freshwater or saltwater criteria are appropriate for VWRF effluent.  The study uses
the taxonomic composition of benthic macroinvertebrates (invertebrates) living in the
SCRE as the best indicator of the range of salinity tolerances of species inhabiting the
SCRE.

The principal findings of the Resident Species Study are as follows:

• The SCRE is neither a freshwater nor a saltwater system.  The majority of
organisms collected in the Estuary were freshwater species tolerant of brackish
conditions. The salinity tolerance of one taxa, the Cyprididae, was unknown but a
brackish water or euryhaline distribution is likely.  Assuming this is true,
freshwater organisms that are tolerant of brackish conditions and
brackish/euryhaline organisms were the predominant salinity tolerance categories
present in the SCRE.
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• The SCRE is unique among other estuaries found in the Southern California Bight
(Point Conception south to the California/Mexico border).  Published information
on invertebrate communities and hydrologic conditions was found on seven
estuaries of similar size to the SCRE within the Southern California Bight..
Among these estuaries, the SCRE is unique in that it receives constant year-round
freshwater flows and does not have its mouth manually dredged for water quality
purposes.  The seven estuaries examined generally share many benthic
invertebrate taxa in common.  With the exception of San Dieguito Lagoon, the
SCRE shares very few invertebrate taxa with these other estuaries. The species
compositions of the other estuaries are in general more estuarine and marine than
the SCRE.

• In comparison to the invertebrates used by the EPA to establish the freshwater
copper criteria, the SCRE has an approximate 25% taxonomic overlap with the
freshwater families. Of the six most common taxa found in the SCRE, four were
used by the EPA in establishing the freshwater copper criteria.  Most overlap
between the EPA test species and SCRE species is at the genus level.  In contrast,
there is no taxonomic overlap at the species, genus, or family level between the
taxa found in the SCRE with the families used by the EPA to establish the
saltwater copper criterion. The freshwater criteria have been established based
upon many of the families found in the SCRE, and are, therefore, appropriate for
the SCRE.

• A majority of SCRE species are freshwater species tolerant of brackish conditions
or brackish species.  Similarly, the EPA test species used in establishing the
freshwater copper criteria are primarily freshwater species tolerant of brackish
conditions or euryhaline species.  In contrast, the EPA test species used for the
saltwater criteria are primarily marine organisms intolerant of brackish conditions
or brackish organisms. Given this comparison, the freshwater criteria would be
more protective of the salinity ranges found in the SCRE than the saltwater
criteria.

• The VWRF provides supplementary water for upstream diversions that would
otherwise dewater the SCRE.  The SCRE supports a wide diversity of rare,
threatened, and endangered species, provides a wintering ground and flyway for
migrating birds, and preserves an ecosystem type threatened by human activities.
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As supported by the data presented in this report, the City requests that the freshwater
criteria apply to the discharge from the VWRF. Of relevance to the metals that are the
focus of this study, the CTR notes that:

 “-chemical toxicity is often related to certain receiving water characteristics (pH,
hardness, etc.) of a water body.  Adoption of some criteria without consideration of these
parameters could result in the criteria being overprotective”  (40 CFR 131, E).

In an ecosystem with a species composition consisting of freshwater species tolerant of
brackish conditions, such as the SCRE, the hardness of the receiving water can be used to
derive a site-specific objective for the metals.  Hardness is used as a surrogate for a
number of water quality characteristics that affect the toxicity of metals in a variety of
ways.  Increasing hardness has the effect of decreasing the toxicity of metals (40 CFR
131 E.2.g).  Accordingly, it is appropriate for the Regional Board to use the hardness-
dependent equations for fresh water metals criteria presented in the CTR to establish site-
specific objectives for the VWRF.

1.1 REGULATORY HISTORY

This section describes the series of studies required by the Regional Board in their
consideration of effluent limitations for the VWRF.  The findings of the studies provide
an important context within which to judge the significance of the results of the Resident
Species Study.

1.1.1 1995 NPDES PERMIT

In June 1995, the Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board (Regional Board)
issued the City a revised NPDES permit for the VWRF.  Among the changes included in
the permit were new and more restrictive limitations for many constituents. These new
limits were based on water quality objectives outlined in the California Enclosed Bays
and Estuaries Plan (April, 1991), and are generally consistent with the California Toxics
Rule (USEPA, 1997). These limits were set at conservative levels to protect aquatic life
and human health in the receiving waters of the SCRE.  According to the permit (section
II.A.3), the primary effluent limitations apply:

“… after the City has conducted studies to identify the sources of pollutants,
implemented all reasonable measures to reduce these pollutants in the effluent,
and the limits have been determined to be achievable; otherwise site specific
objectives, if warranted, may be prescribed.”

Interim limits were set at the 95 percent confidence interval of the Facility’s then-existing
(January, 1990 – October, 1994) effluent concentrations (Table 1-1) while the studies
specified in the permit were conducted.
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Table 1-1. Interim Discharge Limits for Six Constituents of Concern (COCs)

Constituent
NPDES

Discharge Limit
(µg/L)

NPDES
Interim Limit

(µg/L)

Drinking Water
Standard

(µg/L)
Copper 2.9 98 1,300
Nickel 8.3 271 100
Lead 8.5 77 15
Zinc 86 1,181 2,000
Bis(2-ethylhexyl)phthalate 5.9 - 6
Dichlorobromomethane 22 70 60

1.1.2 PHASE 1 REPORT

In May 1996, the City completed the first of the studies outlined in the NPDES permit.
In the Phase 1 report, NPDES Limit Achievability Study, Phase 1 Achievability of Permit
Limits Through Source Control Measures, the City showed that existing treatment
processes at the VWRF provided compliance for the majority of constituents in the
effluent.  Compliance for six constituents (zinc, copper, lead, nickel, bis(2-ethylhexyl)-
phthalate and dichlorobromomethane), however, was not currently being met with
existing facility controls.

1.1.3 PHASE 2 REPORT

In February 1998, the City concluded the second phase of the studies outlined in the
NPDES permit. The results are reported in NPDES Limit Achievability Study, Phase 2
Achievability of Permit Limits Through Treatment Process Modifications. The City
evaluated whether the current treatment methods could be modified to improve the
removal efficiency for the six COCs.  The City also investigated all reasonable
alternatives to: (1) corrosion control, (2) disinfection processes, and (3) removal methods.
The report found that:

• There are no wastewater treatment technologies that have a demonstrated ability
to consistently achieve the necessary removal efficiency for copper, lead, nickel
or bis(2-ethylhexyl)-phthalate. The processes now operating in the Facility have
removal performances for these COCs consistent with similar treatment processes
documented in the literature.

• Substitution of an alternative disinfection technology for chlorination, to reduce
the formation of dichlorobromomethane, involves significant uncertainties in the
ability to meet the permit limit.
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1.1.4 PHASE 3 REPORT

On November 12, 1999, the City submitted Phase 3 of the NPDES Limit Achievability
Study (ENTRIX 1999), which used biological assessment to address the applicability of
freshwater aquatic standards for the VWRF discharge. The Phase 3 report evaluated site-
specific objectives according to the criteria set forth in the California Enclosed Bays and
Estuaries Plan (April 1991).  The results of the Phase 3 study are as follows:

• Most of the designated beneficial uses are supported and enhanced by the
VWRF’s discharge. In addition, the discharge provides supplemental flow from
upstream water diversion and pumping, providing additional habitat for a number
of threatened and endangered species of bird and fish.

• The species composition of the SCRE indicates a primarily freshwater ecosystem,
which allows consideration of water hardness in recalculating NPDES discharge
limits for metals.

• The Estuary is a Natural Preserve and it is within the ESU for Southern Steelhead.
As such, state regulations prohibit fishing and shellfish collection in the Estuary.
Therefore, human consumption of the seafood in the Estuary is much lower than
assumed in standard risk models. The report proposed that it is appropriate to
consider site-specific data in calculating water quality objectives for the two
organic constituents.

• A supplemental bioaccumulation study did not find significant levels of the
constituents of concern in freshwater clams.

• Adjusting the permit limits by incorporating site-specific information will not
impair or harm the beneficial uses of the Estuary.

• The criteria for determining the site-specific objectives set forth in the Enclosed
Bays and Estuaries Plan are met.

1.1.5 STUDIES SUPPLEMENTAL TO THE PHASE 3 REPORT

In the Order, the Regional Board found that the Phase 3 Study was incomplete. The
Regional Board proposed more thorough studies, conducted under the guidance of the
Regional Board’s staff, to investigate the applicability of site-specific standards, as
follows:

• Bioassessment, including an analysis of the community structure of the instream
macroinvertebrate assemblages at a minimum of two sites;

• Salinity Profile Study, including multiple sampling points representative of the
entire estuary, and diurnal fluctuations;



1-6

• Metals Translator Study, to develop translators for copper, nickel, lead, and zinc;
and

• Water Effects Ratio Study, to develop factors addressing site-specific receiving
water characteristics.

1.1.5.1 Metals Translator Study

The Metals Translator Study (ENTRIX 2002) was submitted to the Regional Board on
June 27, 2002.  The metals translator was calculated using direct measurement, the
method preferred by the EPA.  The following translators were calculated:

Copper (0.86)

Nickel (0.81)

Zinc (0.84)

No translator was calculated for lead since it was not detected in any of the samples.

The Metals Translator Study also found that application of these translators is dependent
on whether freshwater or saltwater water quality criteria are applied.  The study
recommended using the results of the Resident Species Study to define the appropriate
water quality criteria.  In particular, the Resident Species Study would provide data to
indicate whether the hardness of the receiving water should also be applied to the effluent
limitations.

The Metals Translator Study, which was conducted in parallel with the Resident Species
Study, provides results that help frame the biological data from the Resident Species
Study.

1.1.5.2 Resident Species Study

In June 2002, the City submitted a Resident Species Study Workplan (ENTRIX 2001) to
the Regional Board, describing methods developed in consultation with the California
Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) to conduct a bioassessment of the benthic
macroinvertebrate communities in the SCRE.  The stated objective of the study was to
characterize the species composition of the SCRE for the purposes of determining the
appropriate ambient water quality criteria to apply to the VWRF discharge.  This report
constitutes the Resident Species Study.

1.2 OBJECTIVES AND APPROACH OF THE RESIDENT SPECIES STUDY

The objective of the Resident Species Study (RSS) is to use macroinvertebrate
(invertebrate) community composition and abundance data to determine whether the
SCRE has a species composition that indicates a predominantly freshwater or saltwater
ecosystem.  The findings are supplemented with invertebrate, fish, and vegetation
information from prior studies in the Estuary. The City is conducting this study in
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response to the Regional Board’s request that further information be developed for use in
their determination of the applicability of freshwater criteria for establishing NPDES
permit requirements.

The taxonomic composition of benthic invertebrates living in the SCRE are based on data
collected from field sampling, as well as prior studies in the Estuary.  Seasonal and
geographic variability of the invertebrate fauna will also be evaluated.  In general, a
distinct separation between freshwater and saltwater fauna does not exist in estuaries.  It
is unusual to find species intolerant of either freshwater or saltwater. Due to the
complexity of defining estuarine community boundaries, the preferred salinity regime of
the SCRE’s invertebrate fauna are evaluated using a combination of strategies:

• Based on a literature review of known salinity tolerance and preference
information (where available), each invertebrate taxon is assigned to a salinity
category (i.e., freshwater, freshwater that are tolerant of brackish, marine, etc.).
The proportion of organisms in each category is evaluated to determine the
predominant salinity categories of the SCRE.

• The invertebrate distribution throughout the study area is analyzed in relation to
the principal areas of the estuary: the outfall channel, the estuary mixing zone,
and the mouth area.  The distribution will also be analyzed in relation to
additional abiotic factors, such as substrate composition, water depth, dissolved
oxygen, and others.

• Based on a review of previous studies, the proportion of freshwater, brackish and
marine invertebrate fauna in the SCRE are compared with that known to occur in
other Southern California estuaries.  The environmental conditions of the
comparison estuaries are summarized.  This comparison will show whether the
proportion of brackish and marine organisms in these estuaries is similar or
greater to that in the SCRE.  For comparison purposes, these other estuaries are
geomorphically similar, with an upstream freshwater source.

The taxa identified in the SCRE are compared to those used by the EPA in establishing
the freshwater and saltwater aquatic criteria for copper promulgated in the CTR.
Taxonomic similarities are evaluated.  In addition, the salinity tolerance ranges of SCRE
taxa and the saltwater and freshwater EPA taxa are compared.  These two assessments
will indicate the most appropriate standards to apply in this transitional setting.
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1.3 REPORT ORGANIZATION

This report is organized as follows:

Section 1: Introduction

Section 2: Environmental Setting of the Santa Clara River Estuary

Section 3: Methods

Section 4: Results

Section 5: Comparison of the Santa Clara Estuary to Other Estuaries in the Southern
California Bight

Section 6: Comparison of Santa Clara River Invertebrates to Those Used by EPA in
Establishing Ambient Water Quality Criteria

Section 7: Discussion

Section 8: Invertebrate Taxonomy References

Section 9: General References
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2.0
ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING OF THE SANTA CLARA RIVER ESTUARY

This section contains a description of the environmental setting of the SCRE.  It begins
with a general consideration of species composition in estuaries.  Next, the physical and
biological characteristics of the SCRE are described based upon existing studies.

2.1 SPECIES COMPOSITION IN ESTUARIES

By definition, estuaries are transitional zones between freshwater and saltwater as rivers
flow into coastal marine waters.  By their nature, estuaries contain some of the most
stressful conditions for living organisms because they are physically dynamic
environments where freshwater and saltwater intermix.  Estuaries typically contain a
shifting salinity gradient, dependent upon factors such as volume of freshwater outflow,
tides and storm events. Salinity values in estuaries can grade or vary between freshwater
(0.1 to 1ppt) and marine (30 ppt and above).

Estuary studies have identified a “paradox of brackish water” (Chapman and Wang
2001).  In general, the greatest numbers of species occur in fresh or marine waters, with
much fewer numbers of species in the salinity range of about 5 to 8 ppt (Figure 2-1).
Very few species are capable of withstanding the rapid salinity fluctuations that typically
occur in estuaries (Kennish 1986). Low estuarine species richness may be due to one or a
combination of factors including a highly unstable physical, chemical and biological
environment; high environmental stress; highly fluctuating food availability; and lack of
competition  (Kennish 1986, Chapman and Wang 2001).

Estuarine organisms do not necessarily fall neatly into freshwater or saltwater categories
and very few purely brackish water, estuarine species exist. A few freshwater species and
marine species have adapted to brackish water conditions, whereas others are only
tolerant.  Still others may be capable of successfully inhabiting a range of salinity
conditions.

As determined in this study, salinity is the most important controlling factor in species
richness in the SCRE (Figure 2.2).  In addition to salinity, other environmental factors
can have a significant effect on the distribution and composition of the invertebrate
community in an estuary.  Results from studies of estuarine systems show that the factors
of interest depend on the scale of observation (Kennish 1986, Quinn 1990).  Large-scale
factors include climate, topography, geology and water chemistry.  Medium- or estuary-
scale factors include salinity gradient, bed stability, natural and man-made disturbances,
vegetation, and food supply.  Small-scale factors include water depth, sediment size and
composition, water movement, sediment movement, organic material, and changes in
salinity, dissolved oxygen and other water quality parameters.  In the current study, we
are most interested in small- and medium-scale factors that affect benthic invertebrates
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within the Estuary.  Large-scale factors are important to consider when making
comparisons to other estuaries in the region.

2.2 PHYSICAL SETTING OF THE SANTA CLARA RIVER ESTUARY

The SCRE is situated along the Southern California coastline within Ventura County
(Figure 1.1). The VWRF is located on the north edge of the estuary in the City of San
Buenaventura (Figure 1.2).  The Estuary and surrounding marshes and riparian areas
constitute the 160 acre Santa Clara River Estuary Natural Preserve.  McGrath State Beach
and campground are located on the south side of the Estuary.

The Pacific Ocean is approximately 2,000 feet from the point of the VWRF discharge.
The mouth of the Santa Clara River is frequently closed off by a sand bar, creating a
shallow lagoon.  The lagoon discharges directly into the Pacific Ocean when the sand bar
is breached.  When the sand bar is intact, water in the Estuary floods the lagoon and mud
flats, inundating the adjacent marsh and low-lying vegetation. During these periods,
water depth in the Estuary can be several feet. The sand bar is breached naturally during
winter storms or when water pressure from rising water levels in the lagoon forces a
breach. When the sand bar is breached, the Estuary is subject to tidal influence.

The natural hydrology of the Santa Clara River and estuary is typical of coastal Southern
California watersheds, which normally have very low, dry-season flows and large storm-
driven peak flows that dissipate rapidly.  The natural hydrology of the Santa Clara River,
though, has been greatly altered by upstream diversions and irrigation. In contrast, the
VWRF outfall constantly discharges tertiary treated wastewater into the Estuary. Flow
from the Santa Clara River typically does not reach the Estuary during much of the year
due to agricultural and municipal water diversions.   In part, the VWRF discharge
compensates for upstream water diversions and provides a water source during periods
when the Estuary would otherwise be dry.  In turn, this continuous water source provides
habitat for a wide array of aquatic organisms, waterbirds, and other vertebrates in the
Estuary.

The Estuary is, by its nature, a very dynamic environment where hydrologic parameters
can vary greatly over the course of any given year.  The Estuary is influenced by three
primary hydrologic factors: 1) the Santa Clara River inflow; 2) Pacific Ocean tides; and
3) the VWRF discharge.  The Santa Clara River inflow varies in quantity, duration,
frequency, and intensity from year to year, depending on rainfall and upstream
diversions.  The Santa Clara River also delivers varying quantities of sediment to the
Estuary, which builds the sandspit at the mouth.  Tidal influence from the Pacific Ocean
is more consistent, however regional weather patterns, such as El Nino and La Nina, can
dramatically influence tidal intensity and local near-shore currents.  The Pacific Ocean
and its tides also play a major role in forming the sand bar that seasonally impounds the
Estuary, as well as causing wave action and degradation of the sandspit.  The VWRF
discharge is relatively constant, delivering between 7 and 10 million gallons of treated
effluent per day.  During the dry season, the VWRF discharge may contribute as much as
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100 percent of the non-tidal inflow to the Estuary.  There is also runoff contribution from
non-point sources, such as nearby agricultural fields.

The composition of waters contributing to the Santa Clara River Estuary is quite variable.
During the wet season Santa Clara River flows can easily exceed 5,000 cfs during intense
storm events.  Winter near-shore ocean conditions can also contribute storm-induced tidal
flooding and overwash.  The Estuary is most dynamic under winter and spring conditions
because river and ocean influences are quite strong.  Frequent flushing and inundation
occurs because the sand spit breaches, promoting increased tidal connectivity.  Summer
river inflow is diverted upstream of the Estuary and typically drops and becomes
intermittent.  The summer and fall inflow is typically limited to the VWRF discharge, and
the large sand spit impoundment formed at the mouth causes constant inundation. The
shear volume of water impounded in the Estuary is the only factor in the sand spit
breaching.

2.3 HABITAT CONDITIONS IN THE SANTA CLARA RIVER ESTUARY

The Santa Clara River Estuary supports a variety of habitat types including open
estuarine, freshwater marsh, brackish marsh, salt marsh, mudflat, and sand dune.  Habitat
conditions in the SCRE vary dramatically, depending on the magnitude of flow from the
Santa Clara River and the state of the sand spit at the estuary’s mouth  (open or closed).
The mouth frequently closes off at the sand spit and creates a shallow lagoon.  When the
sand spit is closed, the Santa Clara River is impounded and the estuary often becomes
fully inundated with several feet of water. When the spit is breached, water flows freely
into the ocean and a large mudflat is exposed.

The Estuary is home to a wide variety of wildlife including two species of federally listed
endangered fish, the tidewater goby and the Southern California Steelhead.  The Estuary
also provides a valuable Southern California bird habitat for migratory and resident birds.
State and federally listed threatened Snowy Plovers are common visitors and federally
and state listed endangered Least Terns historically establish nesting colonies near the
Estuary.  The following sections provide a summary of biological resources found in the
SCRE, based on previous studies.

2.3.1 VEGETATION

Figure 2.3 depicts the vegetative units mapped during three surveys in 1999 (ENTRIX).
The south side of the estuary is dominated by saltgrass, juamea, alkali heath, pickleweed,
and bulrush, amongst areas of open water.  Dense willow, poison oak, California
blackberry, and giant reed dominate the riparian forest on the north side of the Estuary.
The central part of the Estuary, where the river and tidal flows are most active, is a
mosaic of mudflats, stand of giant reed, bulrush, willows, and open water.  This area is
only partially vegetated, primarily by nutsedge, bulrush, rush, slender aster, and water
smartweed.  The north side of the Estuary contains a few strands of willows, cattails, and
giant reed. Only three aquatic plants have been found in the Estuary: green algae,
duckweed, and ditch-grass (USFWS 1999).
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2.3.2 WILDLIFE

The Estuary provides a wintering ground and flyway for migrating birds.  It supports a
wide diversity of avian wildlife, including a number of rare, endangered and threatened
species.  Among these include the California Brown Pelican, Western Snowy Plover and
California Least Tern.  Other wildlife known to inhabit the estuary include cottontails,
California ground squirrels, bobcats, western fence lizards, king snakes, and pacific
treefrogs (ENTRIX 1999; USFWS 1999).

As a river that supports federally endangered Southern California Steelhead, the Santa
Clara River is a critical waterway for migrating steelhead.  In addition, large numbers of
the federally endangered tidewater goby inhabit the Estuary.  Other fish found in the
Estuary are arroyo chub, mosquitofish, green sunfish, California killifish, striped mullet,
topsmelt, prickly scuplin, and fathead minnows (ENTRIX 1999; USFWS 1999).

2.3.3 PREVIOUS INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

In 1990 a Restoration and Management Plan of McGrath State Beach and the Santa Clara
River Estuary Natural Preserve prepared for the California Department of Parks and
Recreation included results from benthic invertebrate sampling, in addition to vegetation,
fish, and water quality sampling (Swanson 1990).  Sampling occurred in August and
November 1989.  Twenty sediment cores were collected around the perimeter of the
Estuary once in each month.  The mouth conditions during the sampling events were not
noted.  Data indicating shallow depths in the Estuary, though, during August suggest that
during the event the Estuary was either open or had been open recently.  Deep water
levels during the November event suggest that the mouth was most likely closed during
this time, allowing the estuary to become inundated.  Macrofauna found during the study
were Hemigrapsus oregonesis, Leptocottus armatus, chironomids, and Liljeborgia
species.  Low species diversity was attributed to wide salinity ranges in the Estuary.

In 1999 the United States Fish and Wildlife Service published an Ecological Monitoring
Program of the Santa Clara River Estuary for the California Department of Parks and
Recreation.  Minnow trap, benthic core, and seine sampling during 12 surveys from 1997
to 1999 yielded 24 taxa of invertebrates.  Results from the benthic core sampling are in
Appendix B.  During this survey, the SCRE mouth was closed during six surveys and
open for the remaining surveys.  The prolonged open status of the sand spit was caused
by extremely heavy flows and flooding of the Santa Clara River resulted from excessive
rainfall and El Nino conditions.  The most abundant species found using benthic cores
included chironomids, oligochaetes, Hyalella Azteca, and corixids.  Additional minnow
traps and seine samples also yielded large amounts of freshwater snails (Physidae),
oriental shrimp (Palaemon macrodactylus), and Louisiana red crayfish (Procamarus
clarki).  With the exception of a shore crab and unidentified amphipod, which were
determined as either marine or estuarine species, all of the invertebrates collected and
identified to the genus level were determined to be freshwater taxa (USFWS 1999).
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In 1999 ENTRIX, Inc collected benthic cores at four sites in the Estuary during winter,
spring and summer for the City of San Buenaventura (ENTRIX 1999).  In addition,
invertebrates were counted in fish seine samples done at the same time.  The sand bar
was breached during the winter survey, closed during the spring survey, and had just
closed following two months of tidal influence in the summer survey.  Tubificids,
chironomids, and ostracods were the most abundant species in the samples.  The
invertebrates found were generally characterized as freshwater species with the exception
of a polychaete worm (Cossura candida) sampled at the mouth of the Estuary.
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3.0
METHODS

In this section the methods used to collect data in the field, to sort and identify
invertebrates, and to statistically interpret the data are discussed.  Additionally, the
methods used to conduct the literature search on salinity tolerances and other Southern
California estuaries are presented.

3.1 FIELD DATA COLLECTION

3.1.1 BENTHIC MACROINVERTEBRATE SURVEYS

Stratified, Non-Random Sampling Design.  Sampling locations were selected using a
stratified, non-random design to ensure that the diversity of habitats and physical
influences in the Estuary were well represented. The Estuary was subdivided into five
units for the purpose of choosing sampling stations.  The sampling units were defined as:
1) the outfall channel, 2) the backwater areas, 3) the mudflat/lagoon, 4) the Santa Clara
River channel downstream from the Harbor Boulevard bridge, and 5) the Santa Clara
River channel upstream from the Harbor Boulevard bridge and beyond the influence of
salt water which is beyond the Santa Clara Estuary high water mark.

Sampling Stations.  Eleven sampling station locations were selected in the study area
(Figure 3.1).  Seven of the stations coincided with those used in the USFWS study
(USFWS 1999). They were: B1 (outfall channel), B2 (backwater area), B3
(mudflat/lagoon near west side), B5 (lagoon near mouth), B6 (central mudflat/lagoon),
B7 (Santa Clara River channel) and B8 (Santa Clara River channel near the Harbor
Boulevard bridge). Four additional sampling stations included: B4 (central
mudflat/lagoon), B9 (Santa Clara River channel east of the Harbor Boulevard bridge and
near the edge of tidal influence), and B10 and B11 (upstream beyond the tidal influence).
GPS coordinates for each station were established and used for subsequent sampling
events. Table 3-1 provides the GPS coordinates of each station.  In cases when water
levels were too low to sample at the given GPS location for a station, a location was
selected parallel to the channel as described below in Sampling Procedures.  Three
replicate locations were sampled per station.  Three benthic cores were collected at all
three replicate locations.

Sampling Schedule.  Two seasonal rounds (fall/winter and spring/summer) of sample
collection were conducted, beginning in November 2001 and ending in July 2002.  Each
seasonal sampling round consisted of two independent sampling events; one during
closed mouth, impounded conditions and a second during open, free flowing conditions.
The upstream reference sites B10 and B11 were only sampled once in the last sampling
event (July 2002).
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Sampling Procedures

Benthic Sampling.

A coring device for collecting benthic samples was constructed by replicating the design
of the custom-built, pole-mounted corer used in the USFWS study.  The coring device
was made from an 81.3 cm long, 10.2 cm diameter (18 inches long and 4 inch diameter)
PVC cylinder, a PVC pressure regulating valve, and threaded PVC handles for sampling
down to 2 meters.  Direct consultation for construction and operation of the coring device
was provided by USFWS staff.

Two different strategies for random selection of sampling transects were utilized. The
first strategy applied to the stream channel type sites and utilized CDFG’s bioassessment
transect selection protocol.  During open mouth conditions at sample stations B1, B8, and
B9, a 10 meter long line was centered on the sampling location and oriented parallel to
the channel. Three sampling transects oriented perpendicular to the shore were randomly
chosen (out of 11 possible transects) along the 10 meter line.  The length of each
sampling transect coincided with the width of the stream channel. Samples were collected
while standing in the water and consisted of a composite of three 15 cm (6 in)-deep
benthic cores.

The second transect selection strategy applied to closed mouth conditions at the open
water sample stations B1, B2, B3, B4, B5, B6, B7, B8 and B9. At these sites, samples
were taken from a boat after setting an anchor line.  Samples were collected 5 meters
apart, while relying on the natural drift of the boat for movement. Drift was
recommended by CDFG as a means of achieving random site selection.  Each sample
consisted of a composite of 3 benthic cores taken to a depth of 15 cm (6 inches).

All benthic samples were sieved using a 0.5 mm mesh screen and placed in a glass jar,
which was immediately filled with 10% formalin.  A waterproof label was place on the
outside of the jar with the following information: sample type, identification number,
water body name, date, and sampler’s initials.  A second waterproof label was placed
inside the jar with the same information.  After 48 hours in formalin solution, the samples
were transferred to a 70% ethanol solution.  A chain of custody (COC) form was used
whenever samples were transferred between parties (typically one time to the processing
laboratory).
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3.1.2 ENVIRONMENTAL PARAMETERS

Sampling Stations Descriptions

At each station the GPS coordinates and time were recorded.  In addition, percent
inundation of the estuary, mouth condition, depth, transect length, and estuary conditions
were noted.

Water Quality

Concurrent measurements of salinity, temperature, dissolved oxygen, pH, conductivity,
turbidity and water depth were obtained using a Horiba U-10 meter and a measuring rod.
Transect length, and general vegetation composition within 20 meters of each sample
location was recorded. All measurements are recorded on a bioassessment worksheet,
modified from CDFG’s Bioassessment Worksheet.

Substrate Sampling, Observations, and Analysis

Substrate composition is an important factor that influences benthic invertebrate presence
and distribution. In the last sampling event, one substrate sample per station was
collected adjacent to benthic samples, using the same pole-mounted coring device used
for collecting benthic invertebrate samples. The substrate samples were sent to a qualified
lab for grain size analysis and total organic content.

In addition to the one-time collection of substrate for lab analysis, substrate grain size and
composition were visually estimated for each benthic core collected during each
sampling event.  Grain size was estimated in the field using a Geotechnical Gauge grain
size chart.  In general, the grain composition was dominated by a mixture of mineral sand
of varying rock origin, with minor amounts of organic detritus and/or fine organic
material.  In estimating grain composition, the amount and type of organic material was
recorded.  Where fine grained materials such as clays and silts were present, the colors of
these were recorded as well.

3.1.3 VEGETATION

The general composition of vegetation within 20 meters of each sample station was
recorded.

3.1.4 SORTING AND TAXONOMY PROTOCOL

3.1.4.1 Materials

• Stereo microscope with light source

• 2 pair of microforceps (No. 3)
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• 70% Ethanol

• Wash bottles for ethanol and water

• 20ml glass specimen vials with labels

• Glass petri plates

• Quart jar to store processed material

• Sieve with 0.5mm openings

• Spoon

• Rectangular sorting tray, approximately 24 x 14 x 5cm

• Catch basin/tray of sufficient size to hold two quart jars

• Eyedropper

3.1.4.2 Methods

Prior to the sorting process, a 20ml sample vial was filled with 70% ethanol solution and
labeled with the station number, replicate, date, and investigator’s name.  One vial per
sample was sufficient in most cases, as all specimens fit into the same vial.

3.1.4.3 Elutriation

Due to the large percentage of sand and gravel collected in the samples, sorting was
performed by elutriation.  Four to five spoonfuls of sample material were transferred into
the sorting tray, which was then filled halfway with water.  The tray was swirled gently in
an effort to suspend as much organic material as possible, and the supernatant was
decanted into a 500µm sieve.  This process was repeated either 3 times or until it
appeared that all lightweight material had been flushed from the sample and retained in
the sieve.  A small amount of water was then poured into the sorting tray, and the
remaining material was examined under the microscope for organisms not removed by
elutriation.  Any invertebrates found were removed using forceps and preserved in the
20ml sample vial.  The water in the tray was then decanted into the sieve, and the
remaining sample material was spooned into the refuse jar.  Another 4 or 5 spoonfuls of
sample were then transferred into the sorting tray, and the entire process was repeated
until no material remained in the sample jar.  At the end of the elutriation process, the
contents of the refuse jar were returned to the original sample jar and preserved in 70%
ethanol for possible future reference.

Material accumulated in the sieve throughout the process was either sorted at intervals, or
stored in a petri dish for final sorting at the end.  In instances where this included a large
quantity of plant debris, plant material was removed and stored in a separate jar with 70%
ethanol for examination at the end of the elutriation process.
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3.1.4.4 Final Sorting

After elutriation, material accumulated in the sieve was carefully washed into a petri dish
using a wash bottle filled with 70% ethanol.  This was done over a catch basin in order to
contain any spills.  The petri dish was then filled approximately halfway with 70%
ethanol and examined under the microscope at 10x magnification.  Invertebrates were
removed using either forceps or an eyedropper, and preserved in the 20ml sample vial.
Once all invertebrates had been removed, the remaining material was transferred from the
petri dish and returned to the rest of the sample.

3.1.4.5 Subsampling

Because of the large volume of material collected in each sample (up to 3 quart jars),
some samples contained extremely high numbers of ostracods and roundworms.  When
these were estimated to number 1000 or more, a representative subsample of the
abundant taxon was collected. The percent of invertebrates subsampled was estimated
and recorded in a lab notebook, as well as on waterproof paper and placed in the
subsample jar. All abundance data reflecting subsampled taxa were labeled and recorded
as estimates.

3.1.4.6 Taxonomy

Sorted invertebrates were identified to the lowest taxonomic level possible (preferably
species level) and counted.  In some cases, when the identity of an invertebrate was
uncertain, specimens were sent to specialists to be identified.  A list of references used
can be found in Section 8, Invertebrate Taxonomy References.  A list of specialists
consulted can be found in List of Preparers.

3.1.5 USE OF EXISTING DATA

Three previous benthic invertebrate studies have been done on the estuary.  Data from
two of the studies (Swanson 1990 and ENTRIX 1999) were not statistically analyzed due
to large differences in sampling procedure and sampling locations.  Summaries of these
studies can be found in Section 2.

Results from a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service ecological monitoring study of the estuary
from 1997 through 1999 (USFWS 1999) were analyzed and compared to the data from
the current study, which used much of the same protocol as the USFWS study.  Their
study included the collection of benthic invertebrates from five stations during a two-year
period (other habitat parameters were measured at 7 stations).  All of the USFWS
sampling stations’ locations correspond to sampling stations in the current study.  Table
3-1 shows the locations of overlapping stations.  Collections were conducted on a
bimonthly basis, including 6 open-mouth periods and 6 closed-mouth periods.  The
custom-built core sampling device used in their study was used to construct a coring
device of the same design and dimensions for the current study.  USFWS took 5 replicate
samples during the beginning of their study and then switched 3 replicate samples.
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Analyzing our data with the USFWS is complicated for two reasons.  Due to changes in
numbers of replicates taken, the USFWS data can only be compared with data from the
current study in terms of density, as opposed to numbers of individuals.  In addition,
USFWS, in most cases, identified their specimens to the family level, and in the case of
Annelids identified specimens to the class level.  The present study identified organisms
to the species level, whenever possible.  To allow comparison, therefore, data from the
present study was amalgamated to the family level and converted to densities (number of
individuals per square-meter) to be analyzed with the USFWS data.

3.1.6 DATA ANALYSIS

The goal of this analysis was to identify assemblages of organisms within the study area
that represent freshwater, estuarine and marine communities.  The macroinvertebrate data
were analyzed using a combination of cluster analysis and ordination (detrended
correspondence analysis; DCA) techniques to reveal the spatial and temporal patterns of
macroinvertebrate community composition in the study area.  These analyses were
conducted using PC-ORD multivariate analysis software (McHune and Mefford 1999).
Indirect gradient analysis was used to identify relationships between the biological
community and environmental factors such as salinity and grain size.  Relationships
among samples are graphically represented.

The analysis proceeded as follows:

Standard community metrics, including diversity (H’), evenness (J’) (Pielou 1974), total
number of individuals, and species richness (total number of species) were calculated for
each sample (set of three replicate cores).

Cluster analysis and ordination techniques were based on the combined data from all
three replicate cores in a given sample.  These data were inspected to ensure that all data
were appropriate for the community analysis.  Certain data, including snail egg masses,
fragmented specimens, and dead specimens, were removed from the data set. Similarly,
counts for individual life stages (pupae, larvae, and adults) were combined within a single
species. The data were log (x+1) transformed prior to analysis to balance the effects of
rare and dominant species.  Cluster analysis was based on the Bray-Curtis dissimilarity
metric and an agglomerative clustering strategy (UPGMA) (Legrande and Legrande
1980; McHune and Mefford 1999).  Ordination was performed by detrended
correspondence analysis (DCA) on the same data set as the cluster analysis.

Transformations were used to provide a balance between the influence of the common
and rare species.  Untransformed data generally allot undo influence to a few dominant
species, whereas the most extreme transformation (i.e., presence-absence) allocates equal
weight to both rare and abundant species. The log (x+1) transformation reduces the
influence of the dominant species on the analysis, while giving greater importance to the
subdominant species. These transformed data were used in both the cluster analysis and
ordination.
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Cluster analysis is a general name for a variety of procedures that are used to create a
classification of entities (e.g., samples) based on their attributes (e.g., species and their
abundance) (Aldenderfer and Blashfield, 1984; Boesch, 1977; Gauch, 1982; Jongman et
al., 1995; Legendre and Legendre, 1983).  Cluster analysis provides an objective means
of identifying groups of similar samples based on a quantitative measure of their
similarity, and is used to discover structure in data that is not readily apparent by visual
inspection or other means (Aldenderfer and Blashfield, 1984).  In cluster analysis,
samples with the greatest similarity are grouped first.  Additional samples with
decreasing similarity are then progressively added to the groups.  Cluster analysis results
in the recognition of a discontinuous structure (i.e., community groups) in an
environment that may be discrete, but is generally continuous (Legendre and Legendre,
1983).

The objective of the cluster analysis performed on the benthos survey data was to define
groups of samples, based on species presence and abundance, that belong to the same
community without imposing an a priori community assignment.  Identified clusters
were then evaluated to define the habitat to which they belong.

The percentage dissimilarity (Bray-Curtis) metric (Gauch, 1982; Jongman et al., 1995)
was used to calculate the distances between all pairs of samples.  The cluster dendogram
was formed using the unweighted pair-groups method using arithmetic averages
(UPGMA) clustering algorithm (Sneath and Sokal, 1973).  The computer program PC-
ORD (McHune and Mefford 1999) was used to perform the cluster analysis.

Ordination is a term for a collection of multivariate techniques that arrange entities (e.g.,
samples) along derived axes on the basis of their attributes (e.g., species and abundance).
The aim of ordination is to arrange the individual samples such that samples that are
close together have similar species composition, and samples that are widely separated
are dissimilar in species composition (Gauch, 1982; Jongman et al., 1995; Legendre and
Legendre, 1983).  Ordination places the points in a continuous space rather than a
discrete space.  In contrast to cluster analysis, ordination techniques do not explicitly
form groupings of the entities.  Typically, the results of an ordination analysis are
presented on a two-dimensional plot, with the individual entities (e.g., samples)
represented by points.  Groups are then identified by inspection of the plot.

As with cluster analysis, several ordination techniques are available.  In this report,
detrended correspondence analysis (DCA) (Jongman et al., 1995; ter Braak, 1987) was
selected as the most appropriate technique and applied to the fourth-root transformed
releve data.  Correspondence analysis (CA) assumes that the species abundances are
unimodally distributed along the underlying environmental axis.  DCA improves on CA
by correcting the mathematical artifact called the arch-effect. Ordinations were
performed using PC-ORD (McHune and Mefford 1999).
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3.1.7 LITERATURE REVIEWS

Two literature reviews were conducted simultaneously in order to put the invertebrate
sampling results into perspective.  The ecological features of estuaries with the same
geomorphic type as the Santa Clara River Estuary were examined in order to assess
habitat similarities and differences. Point Conception is widely recognized as the
transition zone between the northern and southern distributions of marine and estuarine
organisms in California (Zedler 1982).  The area south of Point Conception to the
Mexico/California border is referred to as the Southern California Bight.  Only river
mouth estuaries of similar size to the SCRE within the Southern California Bight were
researched.  Focus was given to finding published benthic invertebrate studies of these
estuaries.

A second literature search was conducted for published salinity requirements and ranges
of each taxa of benthic invertebrate found in the benthic core samples.  In addition,
salinity tolerances were examined for the species tested by the US Environmental
Protection Agency to develop fresh and saltwater of ambient water quality criteria for
copper (USEPA 1985; 1995).   In all cases, focus was put on finding the salinity tolerance
range of the taxa identified.  If no information was available at this level, salinity
tolerances of taxa within the same family was noted.

For both literature searches, the following sources were used:

• Search engines including Google, Biosis, Web of Science, Alta Vista, and The
Mining Company.

• California Wetlands Information System (California Resources Agency,
http://www.ceres.ca.gov/wetlands)

• University of California libraries including those at Irvine, Santa Barbara, and
Davis.  Melvyl search engine was used at all libraries.

• Invertebrate scientists.

• Southern California estuary researchers and managers.
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4.0
RESULTS

4.1 PHYSICAL AND CHEMICAL CHARACTERISTICS DURING THE STUDY PERIOD

The Santa Clara River Estuary undergoes periodic and alternating filling and draining.
Figure 4.1 illustrates the hydrodynamics of the SCRE during the sampling period.
During the first six months of the study (May to Nov. 2001) the Estuary was impounded
(closed phase) for between 25 and 100 days before breaching. This condition is likely due
to lower inflow from the Santa Clara River during the drying summer and fall seasons.
The dry season (summer/fall) is when sand spit formation typically occurs due to beach
sand deposition. In November 2001, the first rains fell in the Ventura area and runoff
from the Santa Clara River increased. From November 2001 to May 2002, the Estuary
was generally more open and inundation levels varied frequently. This variability is
likely due to increased river inflow, wave action, and tidal interaction. The increased
wave action and sand spit scour typically occurs during the November to May (winter to
spring) season.

4.1.1 NATURAL HYDROLOGIC INFLUENCES

Natural hydrologic data, such as Santa Clara River streamflow and local precipitation,
were collected for the study period.   Daily Santa Clara River streamflow data were also
obtained from the Montalvo (USGS) gaging station for the study period. In addition,
monthly precipitation totals were obtained from Santa Paula (NWS) rainfall station.  The
Metals Translator Study (ENTRIX 2002) provides a streamflow hydrograph and monthly
precipitation for the May 2001 through April 2002 study period.  The 7.69 inches of total
rainfall recorded at the Santa Paul station represents roughly half of the 14.33 inches of
normal Ventura area rainfall.  The streamflow conditions observed during the study
period correspond with a dry rainfall and runoff year.  Generally, lower precipitation and
subsequent runoff results in a diminished influence of streamflow on sand spit breaching
and lagoon flushing, as well as limited influence of freshwater inflow by volume.

4.1.1 WATER QUALITY

A variety of abiotic factors have been identified that influence the composition and
distribution of invertebrates under estuarine conditions. Salinity has been shown to be
one of the most controlling factors (Kennish 1986, Chapman and Wang 2001) During a
recent water quality profile of the Estuary, the Metals Translator Study (ENTRIX 2002),
salinity amongst other water quality parameters were examined in the Estuary over a
years time.  In that study, low salinities (1 to 4ppt) were observed near the discharge
channel and upper Estuary, where the Santa Clara River flows in.  Brackish conditions (5
to 10 ppt) were observed in the middle of the Estuary.  More marine-like (>10 ppt)
conditions were isolated to the area near the mouth and far southwestern portion of the
Estuary, the highest salinity measurement being 30 ppt. During inundated conditions, a
halocline, or salinity stratification with increasing depth, often forms near the western and
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southern periphery of the Estuary. Past studies of the Estuary by Merrit-Smith from
August 1998 to January 1999 and USFWS from 1997 to 1999 indicate salinity ranges
from 0.6 to 32.8 ppt, with high levels of variance both temporally and spatially (ENTRIX
1999; USFWS 1999).

The results of this study are similar to that reported in the Metals Translator Study
(ENTRIX 2002).  Salinity in the outfall region is relatively low (Figure 4.2c), although
not meeting the EPA criterion for a freshwater system (<1 ppt for >95% of the time).
Salinity in the region of the mouth is relatively high (Figure 4.2d), although not meeting
the EPA criterion for a marine system (>10 ppt for >95% of the time).  Salinity in the
lower estuary is intermediate between that for the outfall region and for the mouth
(Figure 4.2b).  The lower estuary is the location of the mixing zone, as defined by the
Metals Translator Study (ENTRIX 2002).  In all three zones of the estuary, salinity is
highest when the sand spit is breached and there is a tidal influence in the SCRE.

In addition to salinity, a variety of other water quality parameters of the estuary were
profiled in the Metals Translator Study.  Ranges of 7 to 10.65 (estuary mouth) were
found for pH. In addition, conductivity ranged from 1.93 ms/mc to 45.20 ms/mc,
turbidity from 0 to 130 NTU, dissolved oxygen measured from 1.22 mg/L to 14.30 mg/L,
and temperature varied from 10.60° to 26.80° C.  Total suspended solids measurements
ranged from 0.05 to 87 mg/l, with an average of 16. 21 mg/l, and total dissolved solids
ranged from 1,240 to 35,138 mg/l with an average of 9,798 mg/l.  Summaries of water
quality parameters sampled during the Resident Species Study at Stations B1 to B11 can
be found in Table 4-1a-d.

The relationships between the physical parameters are summarized in Table 4-2.  Salinity
and conductivity are highly correlated, as expected, since they are measures of the same
property.  Therefore, when the term salinity is used it will refer to both salinity and
conductivity.  pH is also strongly correlated with salinity and conductivity.  Temperature
exhibits correlations with several of the sediment parameters and with
salinity/conductivity.  No clear physical explanation is available to explain these
relationships.  Sediment parameters were only collected during the dry season, closed
mouth sampling event.  The correlation with temperature may suggest the presence of a
gradient through the estuary that influences both grain size and temperature.  Based on
the available data, sediment characteristics behave independently of salinity,
conductivity, and pH, as would be expected.

4.1.2 SEDIMENT DATA

After salinity, substrate composition and amount of total organic carbon (TOC) have
been shown to be among the most important controlling factors of composition and
distribution of invertebrates in an estuary (Kennish 1986).  No quantitative analysis of
sediment composition and TOC of the SCRE have been published previous to this study.
The Santa Clara River is known, though, to have experienced periodic winter floods,
particularly during periods of El Nino influence, as occurred most recently in 1998.
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These floods tend to deposit and scour sediments in the Estuary and deposit large amount
of silt, lowering estuary water depths (USFWS 1999).

Grain size data were collected during a closed phase of the Estuary (Table 4-3).
Sediments are on average 84% sand, silt, and clay, and 16% gravel.  The only locations
with greater than 12% gravel are located in the upper estuary, upstream of the outfall
channel.

4.2 BENTHIC MACROINVERTEBRATE SURVEY AND DATA ANALYSIS RESULTS

As described in Section 2, the SCRE can be divided as follows:

• Upper Estuary: Characteristic of Santa Clara River upstream of discharge, B-7, B-
8, B-9, and B-10.  B-9 and B-10 are greater than one-third mile upstream of the
Estuary.

• Lower Estuary: Characteristic of the mixing zone used in the Metals Translator
Study, B-3, B-4, B-6.

• Outfall Area: Characteristic of the vicinity of the VWRF outfall, B-1 and B-2.

• Mouth Area: Characteristic of marine conditions influenced by the Pacific Ocean,
B-5.

A map depicting the Estuary and the location of the sampling stations is provided in
Figure 3.1.
The analysis of benthic macroinvertebrate survey data focused on samples collected from
within the Estuary (Stations B1 through B9).  Stations B10 and B11 were excluded
because they are representative of stream habitat and are well outside of the Estuary’s
influence.

Benthic samples were collected from each station during four sampling events:

November 6-9, 2001, mouth closed;

December 10-12, 2001, mouth open;

April 16-19, 2002, mouth open; and

July 1-3, 2002, mouth closed.

Nine replicate samples per station were collected, providing a total of 81 cores per
sampling event and 324 cores from all four events.

The taxonomic groups identified in this study are summarized in Table 4-4.  During
sorting and identification of samples from the four sampling events, 38 different
taxonomic groups were found, including representatives from the phyla Platyhelminthes,
Mollusca, Annelida and Arthropoda.  Species were identified to genus and species level
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when possible.  Most taxa were identified to at least the family level, and in many cases,
genus and species could also be determined.  This level of taxonomic identification is
unusually complete in comparison to other studies reviewed for this report.

4.2.1 DOMINANT TAXA

The dominant taxa identified are depicted within species composition charts for each
station in Figures 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7.  Figure 4.3 depicts species composition by
station for the entire study.  Figures 4.4 and 4.5 depict the seasonal (fall/spring) species
composition for each station.  Figures 4.6 and 4.7 depict the species composition by
station under each hydrologic phase (mouth/open/closed).  The most common taxa found
during this study were Ostracoda (Cyprididae and Species 2), Chironomidae
(Chironomus sp. and Cladotanytarsus sp.), Tubificidae (Limnodrilus sp.), Gammaridae
(Eogammarus sp.), Physidae (Physa sp.), and Daphniidae (Daphnia sp.) (Table 4-4).
These eight taxa account for 98% of all organisms collected during this study.  The two
most abundant taxa, Cyprididae and Chrironomidae, were distributed throughout the
Estuary during all sampling periods.  The distributions of other taxa were limited to
specific locations and/or specific sampling periods. In general, the greatest numbers of
individuals were collected during the spring sampling periods (Table 4-4).

Of these six most common taxa, four were used by the EPA in establishing the freshwater
ambient water quality criteria for copper.  Most overlap between the EPA test species and
SCRE species is at the genus level.   This comparison is made in greater detail in Section
6.

The Ostracods (seed shrimp) were the most abundant organisms collected during this
study (Table 4-4, Figure 4.3).  Their abundance was greater at all stations, except B8,
during open-mouth conditions than during closed-mouth conditions.  The numbers of
Cyprididae collected increased from the fall to spring sampling periods (Figures 4.4 and
4.5).  All stations except B5 (46 individuals) contained high numbers of Cyprididae
(Figure 4.3).  Ostracoda Species 2 was most abundant during open mouth conditions at
Station B9 (Figures 4.6 and 4.7).

The geographic distribution of Chironomids identified during this study is depicted in
Figure 4.8. Chironomids (midgeflies, Cladotanytarsus and Chironomus and two
unidentified genera) were the second most abundant organisms collected during this
study.  Cladotanytarsus and Chironomus were most abundant during the closed-mouth
sampling periods and were collected from all stations (Table 4-4, Figure 4.7).  They were
present in higher numbers during closed-mouth conditions.  Cladotanytarsus was least
abundant at Station B1 and most abundant at Stations B5, B6, and B9.  Chironomus
abundance did not vary as dramatically as that of Cladotanytarsus.  Two other
unidentified chironomid genera were also present during this study. They were collected
at all sampling stations and were most abundant during closed sampling periods.  As
described in Section 6, Chironomids (Chironomus) was used as a test species by the EPA
in establishing the freshwater ambient water quality criterion for copper.
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Tubificid worms (Limnodrilus sp.) was the third most abundant taxa collected during this
study.  They were most abundant at sites B1, B2, B8 and B9 and least abundant at
Stations B4 and B5 (Figure 4.3).  These more protected, backwater stations may provide
habitat conditions more conducive to increased members of Limnodrilus based on
nutrient-rich algal growth observed in the field.  The abundance of Limnodrilus sp. was
higher during open-mouth conditions than during closed-mouth conditions at Stations B3,
B6, B7, B8, and B9 (Figure 4.6 and 4.7). Relatively low abundance occurred during the
spring, closed-mouth sampling period (Table 4-4).  Otherwise, a seasonal distribution
pattern was not observed.  Limnodrilus is very common in B1 near the outfall channel,
and distinguishes this station from all others.

The amphipod Eogammarus sp. (a scuds) was most abundant during the spring sampling
periods and at Stations B5, B8 and B9 (Table 4-4, Figure 4.5).  It was least abundant at
Stations B3 and B4.  With the exception of Stations B5 and B6, Eogammarus sp. was less
abundant during closed-mouth conditions (Figure 4.7).  Gammarus, which is in the same
family (Gammaridae) as Eogammarus, was used as a test species by the EPA in
establishing the freshwater ambient water quality criterion for copper.

The Physa sp. (snails) were also among the dominant taxa found during this study.  The
highest numbers (91% by abundance of the total number collected during the fall closed-
mouth sampling period at Stations B8 and B9 (Table 4-4, Figure 4.3).  Another snail
species, Pomatiopsis californica, was also collected during the fall sampling periods
(Figure 4.4).  In contrast to Physa sp., P. californica was most abundant at Stations B1
and B2 and rare at the other stations.  Physa was used as a test species by the EPA in
establishing the freshwater ambient water quality criterion for copper.

Daphnia sp. (water fleas) were only collected during the fall, closed-mouth sampling
period (Table 4-4).  Daphnia was collected at all nine stations, but was most abundant at
Stations B2 and B4 and least abundant at Stations B1, B8 and B9 (Figure 4.3). Daphnia
was used as a test species by the EPA in establishing the freshwater ambient water
quality criterion for copper.

4.2.2 UNCOMMON TAXA

Some of the least common taxa collected during this study were Neorhabdocoela,
Saccocirrus sp., Emerita analoga, and Microphthalmus sp. (Table 4-4). These taxa were
collected only at the mouth of the Estuary (Station B5) during open mouth conditions,
and were the only marine taxa collected during the study.

Other taxa that were collected from the study area in relatively low numbers include:
Lymnaeidae, Lumbriculidae, Enchytraeidae, Hyallela azteca, Copepoda, Dyticidae,
Hydrophilidae, Collembola, Ceratopogonidae, Ephydra sp., Ephemeroptera, and
Corixidae (Table 4-4).

Lymnaeidae (snails) were found only at Station B9 during the fall closed-mouth sampling
period.  The Enchytraeidae are a type of tubificid worm that were found primarily at
Stations B6 and B7.  Hyallela azteca is a very common freshwater amphipod (scud) that
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was collected during the fall sampling periods, primarily from Station B1.  Copepods
were collected exclusively during the spring closed-mouth sampling period.

Insects, including various Dipterans (flies and midges) and Corixids, (waterboatmen)
make up the remainder of the less common taxa collected during this study.

4.2.3 COMMUNITY STRUCTURE

Four measures of community structure were calculated from the macroinvertebrate
dataset including species richness (number of species per station), abundance (number of
individuals per station), evenness (per station), and diversity (H’, per station).  Diversity
is a measure of the number of species and their relative abundances.  Evenness is a
measure of the equitability of the species abundances in the sample and ranges from 0 to
1.  If all species in a sample were present in the same abundance, the evenness would be
1.

Figure 4.9 depicts the number of species, or species richness, by station and condition.
Species richness was consistently highest during the fall closed-mouth sampling period.

Figure 4.10 depicts the total number of individuals, or abundance, by station and
condition.  Abundance was greatest at Stations B6 and B8 during the Spring closed-
mouth sampling period and at Station B9 during the Spring open-mouth sampling period.
Many of the lowest abundances occurred during the Fall open-mouth and closed-mouth
sampling periods.

Figure 4.11 depicts the species diversity by station and condition. Species diversity was
generally highest during the fall closed-mouth period and lowest during the spring
closed-mouth or fall open-mouth periods.  Highly variable species diversity was observed
at most stations (e.g. at Station B4 species diversity ranged from 0.03 to 1.75), with the
exception of Station B1 which ranged from 0.60 to 0.90.  These patterns in diversity are
probably related to the higher species richness, and lower number of individuals in the
Fall closed-mouth samples.

Figure 4.12 depicts the species evenness by station and condition.  Species evenness was
generally highest during the fall closed-mouth period and the spring open-mouth period
(0.65 to 0.75).  These relatively high values indicate that, at the stations where they
occurred, the community was not dominated by a particular taxon.  Conversely, the
lowest evenness values were observed during the spring-closed mouth and spring-open
mouth periods (0.01 to 0.05), indicating a dominance by one or two taxa at those stations.

4.2.4 RELATIONSHIP TO PHYSICAL PARAMETERS

The relationship between the physical parameters and the community metrics for each
sampling event are summarized in Table 4-5.  Only significant correlations between the
physical and biological factors are presented for clarity.  Salinity (conductivity) and pH
are negatively correlated with most community parameters in the spring sampling events.
This suggests that the community is affected when saline conditions occur.  There
appears to be little relationship between the physical and community metrics during the
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fall season.  However, during the fall metrics, open-mouth sampling event, there was a
negative correlation between pH and numbers of individuals and species richness.  A
positive correlation was also observed between turbidity and pH and numbers of
individuals.

4.2.5 CLUSTER ANALYSIS

Cluster analysis was performed on the log (x+1) transformed data using the Bray-Curtis
similarity metric and group-average linkage method  (McHune and Mefford 1999).  The
resulting cluster dendogram, showing the major groupings, is presented in Figure 4.13.
There is a clear separation in community composition between the fall and spring
sampling periods.  This separation is generally created by differences in community
composition during the spring periods.  Gastropoda (snails), Daphnia sp. and
Chironomus sp. were more prevalent during the fall periods, whereas Eogammarus sp.
and Cyprididae were more prevalent during the spring periods.  Within each of these
major groupings the samples tend to cluster based on the condition of the mouth.
However, this pattern is less clear.

Species indicative of freshwater conditions, as determined by the EPA test species for
freshwater ambient water quality criteria (Section 6), occur throughout the year.  The
community structure differences are most likely due to life history.  For example, eggs
present in Spring would likely be smaller than the sample mesh size and so not be
represented, but the more mature life stage found in fall would be represented.  In
addition, some life stages include residence in the water column, and so would not be in
the benthic cores.

Stations B10 and B11 (samples B10DC01 and B11DC01) are located upstream of the
Estuary proper.  These samples clustered at a high degree of dissimilarity as compared to
the other samples.  These two samples contained 24 species that were found nowhere else
in the Estuary at any time.  Due to the highly dissimilar nature of these samples, they
were removed from further analysis in the ordination.

4.2.6 ORDINATION

Ordination of samples was performed using detrended correspondence analysis (DCA) on
the log(x+1) transformed abundance data (McHune and Mefford 1999).  An ordination
plot for all stations is provided in Figure 4.14.  The first ordination axis (axis 1) explained
approximately 41 percent of the variance in the data, based on the a posteriori test
described by (McHune and Mefford 1999).  Axis 2 explained 13 percent, and Axis 3
explained 11 percent of the total variance.  Overall, the first three ordination axes
explained approximately 65 percent of the variance in the community data.

Axis 1 is most closely correlated with salinity and conductance (Figure 4.14).  The open
mouth periods, with higher salinity, tend to the right side of Axis 1, while the fresher,
closed mouth periods tend to the left side of Axis 1.  The physical interpretation of Axis 2
is less clear, but samples from the outfall channel (B-1) fall to the bottom of Axis 2,
while samples from the mouth near the Pacific Ocean (B-5) fall to the top of Axis 2.  It is
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possible that Axis 2 is most strongly associated with nutrient content, since the outfall
samples had sediment indicators of higher nutrient content that the sandy samples from
the mouth.

The seasonal pattern identified in the cluster analysis is apparent in the ordination, with
the spring samples tending to plot towards the left along Axis 1, and the fall samples
tending to plot in the center and right. However, this pattern is not as strong as in the
cluster analysis.  A more pronounced pattern is evident between the open and closed
mouth samples.

The spring closed-mouth samples (closed squares) tend to cluster towards the left side of
Axis 1.  Under these conditions, you would expect the Estuary to be relatively uniform
freshwater.  In contrast, the spring open-mouth samples (open squares) plot along nearly
3/4 of Axis 1, suggesting that there may be a gradient of conditions in the Estuary under
these conditions.  The fall season samples lie towards the middle of Axis 1, with no clear
differences between open and closed conditions.

The available physical (sediment and water quality) parameters were subsequently
correlated with the ordination axes.  Salinity (conductivity) correlated strongly with Axis
1, indicating increasing salinity values as you move to the right along the axis. pH was
correlated with Axes 1 and 2.

As found for the cluster data, species indicative of freshwater conditions, as determined
by the EPA test species for freshwater ambient water quality criteria (Section 6), occur
throughout the year.  The community structure differences are most likely due to life
history.

In conclusion the spring closed mouth samples are likely indicative of a freshwater
dominated system, whereas the spring open-mouth samples suggest a gradient from a
freshwater community (ex. Sample B9W001) to a more saline influenced community (ex.
Sample B5W001).  The saline community is found at the mouth of the Estuary, in contact
with the Pacific Ocean.

4.2.7 RELATIONSHIPS WITH USFWS DATA

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Ventura Field Office conducted an ecological
monitoring study of the Estuary from 1997 through 1999 (USFWS 1999).  Their study
included the collection of benthic invertebrates from five stations during a two-year
period.  Five of the sample stations in the current study coincided with the USFWS
stations, including B1, B3, B4, B5 and B8 (Table 3-1).  The USFWS collections were
conducted on a bimonthly basis, including 6 open-mouth periods and 6 closed-mouth
periods.  Both studies used a similar sampling device of identical dimensions.  The
purpose of this section is to: 1) compare the results of the two studies and, 2) integrate the
two data sets for an extended view of biotic variability in the Estuary.

Table 4-6 summarizes the species abundance (density) data for the USFWS study (1999)
and this study.  Integration of the data sets from the current study and the USFWS study
is problematical for several reasons.  The two primary reasons are differences in level of
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taxonomic detail and differences in sampling design.  Taxonomic differences represent
the major complication.  The present study identified individual organisms to the generic
or species level, whenever possible.  The USFWS identified individuals to the family
level, and in certain cases (e.g., annelids) to above the class level.  To allow direct
comparison, data from the present study were merged to the same taxonomic level as that
in the USFWS study (generally the family level, Table 4-6).  The lists of taxa (family or
higher) from the two studies were then compared (Table 4-6).

Another factor complicating numerical comparisons between the two studies was a
difference in the number of sampling stations.  The USFWS study collected cores from 5
stations, whereas the current study collected samples from 9 stations.  However, 5
stations from the current study were intentionally placed in the same 5 locations as the
USFWS study (B1, B3, B4, B5 and B8).  Therefore, to make the data sets comparable,
only the data from these five stations were utilized (Table 4-6).

To collect benthic samples, both studies used a 4-inch (10 cm) diameter core.  However,
the USFWS collected 3 (occasionally 5) cores per station and the present study collected
3 replicates per station, with each replicate consisting of 3 cores, and therefore totaling 9
cores per station. To resolve this discrepancy and make a numerical comparison possible,
the abundance data from each study were converted to densities (number of organisms
per decimeter2).  Another difference between the two studies was the mesh size of the
screen used to sieve the samples.  The USFWS used a 1.0 mm mesh size screen, whereas
the current study used an 0.5 mm mesh size screen.  This discrepancy is noted, but cannot
be resolved.  The smaller mesh size would function both to retain smaller species, and
greater numbers of individuals of all species present.

The density of organisms collected during the current study was consistently greater than
in the USFWS study at all five stations.  This may be due, in part, to the larger mesh size
screen used in the USFWS study.  The most abundant taxa collected during both studies
were the Chironomidae, Oligochaeta, Daphnia and Physidae.  The highest overall
numbers of organisms were found at Stations B1 and B7 during the current study, and at
Stations B1 and B4 during the USFWS study.

The current study found 71% of taxa found in the USFWS study.  Several taxa collected
during the current study were not present during the USFWS study.  Ostracoda and
Eogammarus sp. were not collected during the USFWS study, but were abundant during
the current study.  The reason for the lack of Ostracoda in the USFWS study is not
known.  They may have been absent due to natural population variability, or the
difference in screen sizes used in the studies.  The Ostracoda are very small animals and
may have been washed through the 1.0 mm mesh screen.  The gastropod, Pomatiopsis
californica, was also collected from Station B1 only during the current study.

Hirudinea, Tipulidae, Dixidae and Gammarus sp. were collected in low numbers during
the USFWS study, but not the current study.  The Gammarus sp. identified in the
USFWS study is in the same family (Gammaridae) as the Eogammarus sp. identified in
the current study.
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As can be seen in Table 4-6 71% of taxa found in the USFWS study were found in the
current study.  In addition to the discrepancies noted above, the remaining differences
between the study are likely a reflection of changes in hydrology and sediment
composition in the Estuary in the last few years.  El Nino-influenced flows of the Santa
Clara River from December 1997 to April 1998 caused the mouth of the Estuary to
remain open through the period (USFWS 1999).  In addition, the flood deposited large
amounts of silt to the Estuary bed, lowering water depths.  The addition of large amounts
of silt may have adversely affected the benthic infauna (Onuf 1987).  In addition, the
added sediments probably lowered the volume of the tidal prism, reducing tidal exchange
(USFWS 1999).

The 1997/1998 El Nino condition had lasting effects on the Estuary. Redistribution of
sediment and avulsion of channels in the Estuary physically altered habitat types and
microhabitat conditions for a number of aquatic organisms inhabiting the Estuary.  In
addition, elevated groundwater conditions resulting from El Nino caused increased
freshwater inflow to the Estuary through the Summer of 1999.

The following is quoted from USFWS (1999):

Except for the yellow shore and amphipod “A”, which are marine or estuarine species,
all of the collected invertebrates that were identified to at least genus level appeared to
be freshwater taxa (Smith and Carlton, 1975, Morris et al. 1980, Pennak 1989, Merritt
and Cummins 1996).

Note that the shore crab and the unidentified amphipod are both from stations near the
mouth of the SCRE and the Pacific Ocean.

4.3 SALINITY TOLERANCE REVIEW OF ESTUARY TAXA

A literature review was conducted to identify salinity tolerance values for the taxa found
in the Estuary during this study.  Results of the literature review are in Appendix D.  A
summary of these results is in Figure 4.15.  Salinity tolerance values were based on a
variety of references, including invertebrate ecology and biology texts, peer-reviewed
publications from field and laboratory studies, and reports of work performed by
government agencies and consulting companies.

The amount and precision of salinity tolerance information for each taxa varied,
depending on how much published research was available and the level of taxonomic
identification we were able to attain.  In some cases, we found laboratory or field studies
performed to determine the salinity tolerance limits or distribution of a species across a
salinity gradient.  This type of study provided the most precision.  For example, Daphnia
magna is an extensively researched organism and we found salinity tolerance test results
in the published literature.  It has been determined that the ideal salinity range for D.
magna is 0-5 ppt and they can also survive up to about 8 ppt.  Hyallela azteca is another
example of a well-researched organism.  H. Azteca is a freshwater organism that has been
shown to tolerate brackish water up to 15 ppt, and in some cases may tolerate higher
salinity values.  The amphipod Eogammarus confervicolus is reported from many Pacific
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coast estuary studies (Furota and Emmett 1993, Houghton 2001, Weitkamp 2001,
Simenstad 2001, Bousfield 1979).  Based on its ubiquitous distribution in habitats
ranging from freshwater to saltwater, E. confervicolus has been identified as a euryhaline
species (capable of inhabiting the full range of salinity values).

If the level of taxonomic identification was relatively high (i.e., family level and above),
then precise salinity tolerance levels could not be determined.  For example, the
Cyprididae and Ostracoda species 2 are shown with dashed lines throughout their salinity
range because these groups can be found in freshwater, brackish water, and saltwater
habitats (Figure 4.15).  It would be necessary to identify at least the genus, and possibly
species, to determine which habitat these ostracods prefer.  The order Cyclopoida (Class
Copepoda) is another example of a taxonomic level that is too high to make a
determination of salinity tolerance values.  As with the Ostracods, there are Cyclopoida
found in all salinity types.

Many of the taxa found in the Estuary are freshwater organisms with a tolerance to
brackish conditions.  However, in some cases the extent of their tolerance could not be
determined because a) the number of published references with appropriate information
were limited, or b) the level of taxonomic identification is too high to make a
determination.  For example, Pomatiopsis californica is a freshwater snail, but the extent
of salt tolerance is unknown.  The same is true for the various Chironomids found in the
Estuary.  Chironomids are a diverse group of freshwater insects that can be found in
nearly any aquatic habitat in the world.  As such, it would be necessary to know which
species were found and their distribution in southern California habitats.

Based on the results of the literature review, salinity tolerance categories were developed
and assigned to each taxa.  The categories are as follows:

• FI = Freshwater organisms that are intolerant of brackish conditions

• FT = Freshwater organisms that are tolerant of brackish conditions

• BR = Brackish water organisms

• MT = Marine organisms that are tolerant of brackish water conditions

• MI = Marine organisms that are intolerant of brackish water conditions

• EU = Euryhaline organisms, which are tolerant of the full range of salinity
conditions from freshwater to salt water

• UN = Organisms for which the salinity preference is unknown

These categories were based on salinity tolerance groups identified by researchers that
specialize in estuarine systems (Bulger et al. 1993, Kennish 1986, Ketchum 1983,
Chapman et al. 1982, Day 1981, and Remane and Schlieper 1971).  These general
groupings have been found to apply to communities of estuarine benthic infauna. These
categories of organisms tend to occur in the upper, middle and lower portions of
estuaries, according to their degree of saltwater tolerance. Figure 4.16 shows the
proportion of each tolerance category at each station throughout this study period.
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The majority of taxa found in the Estuary were freshwater organisms that are tolerant of
brackish conditions (FT). The FT category contained 39% of the total organisms
collected during this study.  Many of these taxa tolerate salinity levels up to 5–10 ppt.
Others may tolerate higher salinities, but are more likely to have reduced growth and
reproductive success at those levels.   All of the freshwater taxa found during this study
could tolerate at least 5 ppt salinity and thus we did not assign the category FI to any
taxon.

One brackish water organism, the amphipod Eogammarus sp., was found during this
study (8.2% of all organisms collected, Figure 4.15).  The genus Eogammarus is found in
estuarine systems from Alaska to southern California (Bousfield 1979). Eogammarus
confervicolus is the most common species in Pacific Coast estuaries and is widely
distributed.  This is likely to be the species found during this study.  The ideal salinity
tolerance range for E. confervicolus is approximately 0.5–20 ppt (Figure 4.15, Bousfield
1979).  In addition to the taxa found during the current study, Palaeomon macrodactylus
(shrimp) was collected by the USFWS in benthic cores during their 1997-1999 study
(USFWS 1999).  P. macrodactylus is an introduced species that is particularly abundant
in brackish water and is tolerant of salinity levels above 1 ppt (Smith and Carlton 1975).

Four marine taxa that are intolerant of brackish conditions were collected during this
study (0.07 % of all organisms collected).  They are Neorhabdocoela, Saccocirrus sp.,
Microphthalmus sp., and Emerita analoga. These taxa were collected only near the
mouth of the estuary during open mouth conditions.  The numbers collected were very
low (1-36 individuals).  We did not identify any marine organisms that are tolerant of
brackish conditions during this study.

Two categories of organisms of unknown salinity tolerance were identified during this
study (Figure 4.15).  The first group is comprised of several taxa that were present in
relatively low numbers and for which specific salinity tolerance information was not
available (9 % of all organisms collected, Figure 4.15).  Station B9 had an unusually
large proportion of species of unknown salinity tolerance. This was almost entirely due to
the large number of Ostracoda Species 2 that occurred at this station, largely during open
mouth conditions.  The proportion of this species appears to increase in abundance from
the outer and middle portions of the estuary to the upper portion of the estuary (Stations
B8 and B9).

The second unknown salinity tolerance category consists of the Cyprididae (44% of all
organisms collected).  The salinity tolerance level for this group could not be determined
because the family Cyprididae (class Ostracoda) contains both marine and freshwater
forms (Thorp and Covich 1991) and this organism has not been identified to species
level.  The taxonomy of the Cyprididae in southern California is not generally well
known.  This family very likely consists of more than one species and could possibly
include undescribed species (D. Cadien, personal communication, Aug. 26, 2002).  The
abundance of Cyprididae in the samples was not correlated with salinity (regression
analysis R2 = 0.09).  This species is present in a wide range of salinities and does not
appear to select a particular range of salinities.  The ubiquitous distribution of Cyprididae



4-13

in the Estuary over a wide range of salinity levels suggests that this taxon is either
euryhaline or toleratant of brackish water (Figure 4.17 and Figure 4.18).

The majority of organisms collected in the Estuary were in the FT and Cyprididae salinity
tolerance categories (Figure 4.15 and Figure 4.16).  Although the salinity tolerance of the
Cyprididae is unknown, a brackish water or euryhaline distribution is likely.  The
predominant salinity tolerance categories present during this study include freshwater
organisms that are tolerant of brackish conditions and brackish/euryhaline organisms.
The brackish water organisms (particularly Cyprididae) were predominant at Stations B2,
B3, B4, B7, and B8 and the freshwater organisms tolerant of brackish conditions were
predominant at Stations B1, B5, B6 and B9.



5-1

5.0
COMPARISON OF THE SANTA CLARA RIVER ESTUARY TO OTHER ESTUARIES IN THE

SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA BIGHT

The section of the California coast south of Point Conception and north of the
California/Mexico border is commonly referred to as the Southern California Bight. Point
Conception is widely recognized as the transition zone between the northern and southern
distributions of marine and estuarine organisms in California (Zedler 1982).  Marine
invertebrate distributions and diversity change markedly at this location, as it is the point
of convergence of the California Current and the California Countercurrent.  Although
this change in current is much less important to marsh organisms found in protected
embayments than marine organisms, Southern California marshes within the Bight show
more similarities in community profile than those marshes found further north and south
(Zedler 1982).

While there are 26 coastal wetlands in the Southern California Bight (depicted in Figure
5.1), a relatively small amount of research has been published on the invertebrate
communities in these areas.  The following section discusses the benthic invertebrate
studies that have been published on lagoons and estuaries of similar size to the Santa
Clara River Estuary within the Southern California Bight.  Included are studies in which
the researchers have comprehensively sampled for benthic invertebrates, preferably using
benthic cores, and where the focus of the study was the benthic community as a whole, as
opposed to one type of invertebrate.  Species diversity, hydrologic conditions, and water
quality are discussed in order to compare the conditions of these estuaries and lagoons
with the Santa Clara River Estuary.  A complete list of species found in each estuary and
lagoon can be found in Table 5-1.  Unless otherwise noted, background information on
each estuary was found in the California Coastal Conservancy’s Southern California
Wetlands Inventory and Information Station Database (2001).

5.1 MUGU LAGOON

Mugu Lagoon is located within the Naval Air Weapons Station, Point Mugu, southeast of
the City of Oxnard. The Lagoon is approximately 1,474 acres, of which 65 % is tidal
marsh, 18% open water, 9 % tidal flat, 5% salt pan, and 3% tidal creeks.  The lagoon is
surrounded by a weapon testing facility containing buildings, airstrips and aircraft.
Additional surrounding land uses include agriculture and open space. Calleguas Creek,
flows seasonally into the lagoon, with highest flows from January to March.  In addition,
a series of seven agricultural ditches drain into the lagoon.  The lagoon was listed in 1996
as an impaired water body.  High concentrations of banned pesticides have been found in
the sediment of the lagoon.

According to a study performed for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 1987, the
lagoon is marine dominated (Onuf, 1987).  The mouth of the lagoon has been known to
migrate eastward significantly, causing the lagoon to close occasionally.  In general
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salinity tends to stay around 32 to 34 ppt.  During storm events salinity levels may drop,
but quickly return to marine levels.

5.1.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

H. Peterson studied larger macro-invertebrates from July 1969 to July 1972 (Peterson
1977).  This study found relatively constant community composition throughout the study
period.  Cryptomoya californica, Callianassa californiensis, Protothaca staminea,
Sanguinolaria nuttalli, Dendraster excetnricus, and Tagelus californianus dominated the
study areas.

In addition, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife performed a comprehensive study of benthic
invertebrates from 1977-1980 (Onuf 1987).  Worms, small gastropods, bivalves, and
large crustaceans numerically dominated the community.

More recently, benthic infauna and epifauna were collected using cores in January of
1994 as part of an ecological assessment of Point Mugu for the Naval Station (TetraTech
1998).  Species lists from this report can be found in Table 5-1.

5.2 MALIBU LAGOON

Malibu Lagoon is located in the City of Malibu adjacent to residential development, a
golf course, Pacific Coast Highway, and public beaches.  Approximately 50% of the
lagoon is estuarine open water, tidal channels and mudflats, 20% is salt marsh, and 50%
is creek corridor or riparian habitat.   In 1983 the lagoon was restored to its current state
after years of sediment and debris dumping in the area.

The once seasonal Malibu Creek now flows year-round into the estuary.  The creek
includes storm water runoff and roughly 8 to 10 MGD of permitted tertiary treated
wastewater from October to June.  Additional flows may result from leaks from
neighboring septic systems.  The lagoon is listed as an impaired water body and has
exceeded standards for arsenic, nickel, selenium, lead, coliform, and viruses.

Naturally, the mouth of the lagoon closes during summer and opens in winter due to
storm water flows.  Until recently, though, the mouth of the lagoon has been dredged
when water levels exceed 3.5 feet.  This dredging occurs roughly twice a month.  Salinity
levels, therefore, vary dramatically between 3 to 32 ppt depending on mouth conditions
and freshwater flows.

5.2.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

In 1989 Dillingham and Manion published a baseline ecological survey of the lagoon for
the Topanga Las Virgenes Resource Conservation District that included benthic
invertebrate samples using cores and trawl nets.  During the study period (1987 to 1988),
salinity stayed between 20 and 35 ppt from May to August 1987, fell to ranges between 1
to 20 ppt from mid August 1987 to January 1988, rose to ranges of 15 to 22 ppt until
March 1988, and finally dropped within ranges of 0 to 10 ppt in April 1988.  Although a
variety of invertebrates were observed or caught in trawl nets in the estuary, benthic cores
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within the estuary from 1987 and 1988 yielded only two species of benthic invertebrates,
Polydora nuchalis and Tagelus californianus.  These species are adapted to wide ranges
of salinity and water quality conditions.  Low diversity may be the result of a large
sewage spill in August 1987 (Dillingham and Manion 1989).

5.3 SANTA MARGARITA ESTUARY

Santa Margarita Estuary is located one mile north of the City of Oceanside on the
southwestern corner of Camp Pendleton Marine Corps Base. The estuary is over 200
acres in size.  Dominating habitats include 38% salt marsh, 46% salt pan, 10% upland,
4% willow woodland, and 2% brackish and fresh water marsh. Surrounding areas to the
estuary are used for military training and are leased for agriculture.  Interstate 5 and the
railroad dissect the estuary, which restrict tidal influence inland from the mouth.

The Santa Margarita River flows seasonally into the estuary.  This river frequently does
not flow several months of the year.  Storm water runoff and groundwater seepage also
contribute to freshwater inflows.  From the 1940’s to 1972 secondarily treated effluent
was discharged into the estuary.  In 1996 the estuary was listed as impaired for
eutrophication.  Historically the mouth of the estuary was predominantly open until the
1970’s, when it closed periodically for extended periods of time.  After 1979 tidal
flushing was restored.  The mouth of the estuary is occasionally dredged for water quality
reasons.  Salinity measurements between 1986 and 1987 indicate levels between 1.5 to 30
ppt.

5.3.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

A 1981 U.S. Fish and Wildlife study of invertebrates in the estuary found 26 species of
invertebrates using benthic cores and bag seines (Salata, 1981).  The study (January to
April 1981) occurred during a long period of tidal flushing when the mouth of the estuary
remained predominantly open.  During the same time, though, fresh water flows were
high to the lagoon.  Salinity levels from 1980 to 1981 ranged from 6 to 35 ppt, with most
measurements in the range of 15 to 35 ppt.  Phyla represented were ribbon worms,
segmented worms, molluscs, and arthropods.

5.4 BATIQUITOS LAGOON

Batiquitos Lagoon is located between the cities of Leucadia and Carlsbad, 28 miles north
of San Diego.  The lagoon is approximately 558 acres, 62% of its habitat estuarine open
water, 18% southern coastal salt marsh, 15% tidal and nontidal estuarine flats, 3% coastal
scrub and chaparral, and small areas of brackish and riparian areas.  Adjacent to the
lagoon is commercial land, a golf course, residential development, and a state beach.
Highway 101, the railroad, and I-5 dissect the lagoon and limit tidal action.

San Marcos and Encinitas Creeks constitute the major freshwater flows to the lagoon.
These creeks are seasonal.  Additional sources of fresh water come from smaller tributary
streams, storm water runoff, and groundwater seeps.  From 1967 to 1974 secondary
treated wastewater was discharged into the lagoon.  Although once listed as an impaired
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water body for high coliform levels, in 1996 it was proposed that the lagoon be removed
from the impaired water body list.

Until 1985 the lagoon mouth remained predominately closed.  Since 1985 the Coastal
Conservancy has been implementing an enhancement project that involves dredging the
lagoon and keeping the mouth open to restore tidal flow.  Water quality studies prior to
1985 indicate hypersaline conditions in the lagoon during summer and autumn and dry
years, and brackish conditions during winter and wet years (MEC Resources Study
1993).  Salinity values ranged from 0 to 100 ppt.

5.4.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

In 1976 Mudie, Browning and Speth published a report summarizing the invertebrates
found in the lagoon in the years before 1976 as part of a California Department of Fish
and Game study of the lagoon (CADFG 1976). According to the report benthic marine
invertebrates are largely absent from the lagoon.  Other invertebrates dominating the
lagoon included water boatmen, midge larvae, and freshwater crayfish.

5.5 SAN DIEGUITO LAGOON

San Dieguito Lagoon is located north of San Diego Bay on the northern border of the
City of Del Mar.  Totaling roughly 520 acres, habitat types include estuarine open water
(15%), southern coastal salt marsh (12%), seasonal salt marsh (11%), nonvegetated
disturbed areas (9%), tidal and nontidal estuarine flats (6%), riverine flats (4%),
agricultural (3%), brackish (2%), and transition zones (38%) (MEC Resources Study
1993).  Adjacent land uses include the Del Mar Racetrack and Fairgrounds, a golf driving
range, residential development, commercial uses, and agriculture.  San Dieguito River is
the primary tributary flowing into the estuary.  This river is intermittent and prone to
occasional flooding.  Prior to 1974, treated sewage was discharged directly into the
lagoon.  In 1974 this discharge was redirected to flow directly into the ocean.

Within the estuary, Interstate 5 and a railroad berm restrict tidal influence and broad
sandbars can cause the mouth to close for extended periods of time.  This leads to cycles
of hypersaline (35+ ppt) conditions in summer when flows in the San Dieguito River are
low and brackish conditions (10 ppt) in winter when flows are heavier (MEC Baseline
Study 1993).  In the past, the mouth of the lagoon has been occasionally dredged due to
water quality problems.

5.5.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

According to an 1976 California Department of Fish and Game study summarizing past
habitat conditions of the lagoon, including benthic invertebrate communities, the mouth
of the lagoon had remained closed from July 1953 until the time of the report, with the
exception of a winter flood in 1966, which breached the mouth of the lagoon (CA DFG
1976).  Aquatic insects, particularly water boatmen and biting midges, were among the
greatest number of invertebrates sampled.  Low species richness in the lagoon was
attributed to wide fluctuations in salinity during the sampling period.
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As part of a restoration project on the lagoon and the San Onofre Marine Mitigation
Program, a Biological Baseline Study from the period March 1992 to May 1993
examined all biological aspects of the lagoon, including benthic invertebrates (MEC
Baseline Study 1993).  During 1992 the lagoon was closed 78% of the year.  In 1993 the
lagoon opened in January and remained open into November.  During the closed period,
salinity in most parts of the lagoon ranged between 38 to 45 ppt, with the exception of
brackish areas (10 ppt) near the river outlet.  During the open period in 1993, salinity
from January to March remained in the range of 0 to 10 ppt due to excessive rainfall and
flooding and rose to 20 to 35 ppt in most parts of the lagoon after rainfall waned in the
summer and fall.  In this publication, the relationship between mouth condition and
species diversity is examined.  Prior to 1993, annelids, along with molluscs, were
dominant.  After the flood in 1993, the inner lagoon was mainly colonized by annelids.
Insects and crayfish occurred in brackish water habitat, amphipods and crabs were mostly
found in marine habitats, and bivalve and gastropod molluscs were collected in high
abundance during spring and summer in all habitats.

5.6 LOS PENASQUITOS LAGOON

Los Penasquitos Lagoon is located on the northwestern border of the City of San Diego,
just south of the City of Del Mar.  The lagoon is 537 acres in size.  Habitat types include
southern coastal salt marsh (51%), riparian (20%), estuarine open water (6%), tidal and
nontidal estuarine flats (5%), brackish marsh (3%), and transition zones (16%).  The
areas surrounding the lagoon are residential, commercial, parks, agricultural, and a small
area of light industry.  In addition, Interstate 5, Pacific Coast Highway, and a railroad
bisect the lagoon and impede tidal reach.

Currently Carmel Creek and Los Penasquitos creek flow year-round into the estuary due
to increased residential and agricultural run-off.  From 1962 to 1972 approximately 0.5-1
MGD treated sewage was discharged into the lagoon as well.  Sewage is now redirected
outside the estuary, but spills have been known to occur.  In 1994 the lagoon was listed as
an impaired water body and has exceeded limits for sediment and coliform.

The ocean inlet to the lagoon is restricted by Highway 1 (Pacific Coast Highway),
causing the lagoon to be closed for extended periods of time.  Starting in 1982, the San
Diego Association of Governments called for periodic opening of the inlet in cases of
degraded water quality.  The inlet is manually opened roughly four times a year,
depending on water quality.  The lagoon is often nontidal in summer, leading to increased
salinity in summer and autumn due to evaporation.  In the wet season, storm run-off
decreases salinity.  Studies from 1990 to 1993 indicate levels of salinity ranging from 0.1
to 38, fluctuating dramatically within this range throughout the year (MEC Resources
Study 1993).

5.6.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

From June 1987 and December 1988 Nordby and Zedler collected benthic invertebrates
with a 20 cm deep benthic cores.  During this period of time, salinity values fluctuated
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between 20 and 38 ppt, with the exception of four brief episodes in October and
November 1987 and April and December 1988 when the salinity dropped to levels
ranging from 3 to 10 ppt.  37 taxa of benthic invertebrates were collected. Capitellids,
spionids, and opheliid (Euxonus mucronata), all polychaetes, dominated the assemblage.
Relatively few bivalves were collected.  Nordby and Zeller attributed reduced species
richness and abundance to periods of reduced salinity and flooding in the lagoon.  They
describe the assemblage as dominated by species that “can survive salinity shock and
very low levels of dissolved oxygen, are easily reintroduced during brief periods of
mouth opening, or are introduced from freshwater flows” (Nordby and Zedler 1991)

Studies by Williams and Gibson (1995) between September 1994 and September 1995 of
benthic invertebrates coincided with a high rainfall event that caused flooding between
January and March 1995.  During the study, the mouth was open 97% of the year.
Salinity levels fluctuated between 25 to 32 ppt, with the exception of the period from
January to March when salinity levels dropped to 12 ppt.  Numerically dominant taxa
found included amphipods, capitellid worms, Streblospio benedicti, Polydora nuchalis,
Cerithidia californica, and phoronids. Species richness was highest before freshwater
flooding.

A more recent publication by Ward, West and Cordrey (2001) report findings from
benthic core sampling from September 2000 to September 2001.  During this time the
lagoon mouth was open the entire time, with the exception of closure during the month of
December.  Salinity ranged from 15 to 27 ppt when the mouth was open and fell to 8 ppt
when the mouth was closed.  The community was dominated by polychaetes, gastropods,
and amphipods.

5.7 TIJUANA ESTUARY

Tijuana Estuary is located between the City of Imperial Beach and Tijuana, Mexico.
Although the estuary lies entirely in California, 75% of its watershed is in Mexico.  The
estuary is approximately 2,119 acres in size.  Habitat types include coastal scrub and
chaparral (18%), seasonal and permanent southern coastal salt marsh (27%), transition
(15%), riverine flats (12%), riparian (11%), estuarine and palustrine open water (10%),
tidal and nontidal salt marsh (6%), and small areas of brackish, dune, and disturbed areas
(MEC Resources Study 1993).

The Tijuana River is the primary source of freshwater to the estuary.  While this river
naturally flows seasonally, supplemental sewage discharges make flows to the estuary
year-round.  Until 1988, 10 to 22 MGD of raw sewage entered the estuary.  These flows
have been routed to a treatment plant, but intermittent sewage spills can frequently
exceed 2 MGD.  In cases of low flow from the Tijuana River, groundwater from a
neighboring unconfined aquifer may flow into the river.  In 1994 the estuary was listed as
an impaired waterbody.  The estuary exceeds water quality standards for coliform,
pesticides, metals, eutrophication, trash and debris.

The mouth of the estuary has remained open with the exception of long periods of closure
in the 1960s and 1984.  From 1985 on the estuary’s mouth has been dredged when closed
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due to water quality concerns.  In years when the estuary is open, salinity levels range
from 25-32 ppt in the estuary with lower salinity levels at the river inlet.  Flooding from
the years 1977-1980 led to brackish conditions and salinity levels dropped to 0 ppt
throughout the estuary (Nordby and Zedler 1986).  Closure of the lagoon in 1984 resulted
in brackish conditions in the winter (15 ppt) and hypersaline conditions in summer.  The
estuary mouth was dredged in 1985 and has remained primarily open since then.

5.7.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATE STUDIES

An estuarine profile prepared for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 1986 summarized
benthic invertebrate studies of the estuary from the 1970’s to 1985.  The studies
demonstrate the effects of the 1977-1980 heavy rainfall events and the 1984 mouth
closure on invertebrate diversity in the estuary.  Before 1980, bivalve molluscs,
polychaete worms, gastropod molluscs, and decapod crustaceans dominated the benthic
community.  After flooding, polychaetes and amphipods dominated samples.

Nordby and Zedler (1991) also sampled for benthic species from 1986 to 1989 using
benthic cores.  Bivalve species, including Tagelus californianus, Protothaca staminea,
and Macoma nasuta, polychaetes, and the decapod crustacean Callianassa californiensis
dominated samples.  The study concluded that raw sewage inflows have decreased
species richness dramatically in the estuary.

Various other studies have been done in the Tijuana Estuary, but were not included in this
discussion as they focus on specific species and orders of invertebrates or focused on
only one type of habitat within the estuary.

5.8 COMPARISONS WITH THE SANTA CLARA RIVER ESTUARY

Southern California estuaries exhibit a wide range of hydrologic conditions due to
seasonal freshwater inflows and varying mouth conditions.  Like most rivers in the
Southern California Bight, stream flow in the Santa Clara River varies significantly on a
seasonal basis.  In general, rainfall occurs during late winter and early spring, often
resulting in rapid and large runoff peaks, followed by equally rapid decreases in runoff.
During the summer and fall seasons, stream flow typically ceases altogether, due
primarily to low runoff and upstream irrigation diversions.

However, the Santa Clara River Estuary is unique in comparison to other estuaries in the
Bight due to the consistent freshwater inflow it receives from the Ventura Water
Reclamation Facility (VWRF) on a year-round basis.  While there are also wastewater
flows into the Tijuana and Malibu Estuaries, these flows vary seasonally.  In addition, the
flows into Tijuana Estuary are unregulated and untreated.  The San Dieguito River and
Los Penasquitos Creek have more significant flows than the SCRE, but have much wider
seasonal variations than the combined inflows of the Santa Clara River and the VWRF.

Another major factor affecting hydrologic conditions within Southern California estuaries
is the status of their opening to the sea.  These estuaries typically have a sand spit at their
opening that is open or closed for varying periods of time, depending on annual and
seasonal stream runoff patterns.  Mouth conditions can vary dramatically geographically
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and temporally between and within these estuaries.  All of the estuaries examined in this
report, with the exception of the Santa Clara River Estuary, have been dredged on several
occasions due to water quality concerns.  Tijuana Estuary and Malibu Lagoon, in
particular, have been dredged frequently for many years, helping to resume regular tidal
flushing.

Although the mouth conditions of the Santa Clara River Estuary are similar to that of San
Dieguito Lagoon, the SCRE does not exhibit the hypersaline conditions that San Dieguito
experiences during the periods when the mouth is closed and freshwater inflows are low
(MEC Baseline Study 1993).  Los Penasquitos, like the SCRE, also has remained closed
for longer periods of time, but shows much larger fluctuations in salinity than have been
found in the Santa Clara River Estuary (Boland 1991, 1992, 1993).  Mugu Lagoon is the
least similar to the Santa Clara River Estuary in hydrology and salinity as it has very
sporadic seasonal freshwater inflows, remains open most of the year, and is classified as
primarily marine (Onuf 1987).

Although there is wide variation in the physical and chemical conditions of the estuaries
reviewed herein, their benthic macroinvertebrate assemblages have many similarities (see
Table 5.1).  In contrast, comparisons of species found in the SCRE with those found in
other estuaries in the Bight yield few similarities.  One exception is the 1993 study of the
San Dieguito Lagoon.  The SCRE shared one species in common each with Los
Penasquitos, Mugu, Tijuana, and Batiquitos Lagoons. These species are Trichorixa
reticulata, Hyalella azteca, and Physa sp., all of which are known to tolerate wide ranges
in salinity (Figure 4.15).  In addition to Physa sp. and Hyalella azteca, eight other
families were found in both the 1993 San Dieguito study and in the SCRE sampling
events.  In the San Dieguito study, details as to the distribution of four of these families
were evaluated.  Chironomidae and Corixidae species were primarily found in brackish
habitat, Hydrophilidae were found in brackish and inner channel habitats during closed
conditions, and Ephydridae was found in the inner channel in closed conditions.

In general, the other estuaries, including San Dieguito, had fewer oligochaetes, more
polychaetes, and more decapod and isopod crustaceans than the Santa Clara River
Estuary.  The SCRE had more insect larvae, tubificid worms and daphnia than the other
estuaries.  Anthozoans and echinoderms were not found in the SCRE during either the
USFWS or current studies.  In addition, bivalves were present in every study except both
the USFWS and the current study of the SCRE.  Ostracods were absent from all of the
estuaries except the San Dieguito Lagoon, Batiquitos Lagoon and the SCRE. The
following list summarizes the key similarities and differences between the major
components of the benthic invertebrate communities of the Santa Clara River Estuary,
San Dieguito Lagoon, and the other estuaries reviewed herein.
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Taxa List General Group SCRE San Dieguito Others

Diadumene leucolena Anthozoa X

Nemertea Nemertea X X

Cryptomoya californica Bivalve X X

Tagelus californianus Bivalve X X

Macoma nasuta Bivalve X X

Protothaca staminea Bivalve X

Physa sp. Gastropod X X X

Pomatiopsis californica Gastropod X

Bulla gouldiana Gastropod X

Assiminea californica Gastropod X

Cerithidea californica Gastropod X X

Tubificidae Oligochaete X

Microphthalmus sp. Polychaete X

Saccorus sp. Polychaete X

Nereis sp. Polychaete X

Polydora ligni Polychaete X X

Polydora nuchalis Polychaete X X

Streblospio benedicti Polychaete X X

Capitella capitata Polychaete X X

Notomastus tenuis Polychaete X

Axiothella rubrocinta Polychaete X X

Chironomidae Insecta X X

Corixidae Insecta X X X

Corophium sp. Crustacea X X

Eogammarus sp. Crustacea X

Hyallela azteca Crustacea X X

Grandidierella japonica Crustacea X X

Callianassa californiensis Crustacea X

Hemigrapsus oregonensis Crustacea X
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Pachygrapsus crassipes Crustacea X

Daphnia Crustacea X

Ostracoda Crustacea X X X

Dendraster excentricus Echinodermata X

Typically, estuarine communities are well represented by Crustacea, Mollusca (bivalves
and gastropods), and Polychaeta (Kennish 1986).  Antozoans, hydrozoans, and
Echinodermata are also often present.  The overall presence of gastropods, bivalves,
Polychaeta, Crustacea, and Echinodermata in the other estuaries examined are indicative
of the typical estuarine communities described by Kennish (1986).  In contrast, the lack
of bivalves, low numbers of Polychaeta and Echinodermata, as well as the large presence
of ostracods, set the benthic community of the SCRE apart from the benthic communities
of the other estuaries examined.
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6.0
COMPARISON OF SANTA CLARA RIVER INVERTEBRATES TO THOSE USED BY EPA IN

ESTABLISHING AMBIENT WATER QUALITY CRITERIA

As discussed in Section 2.0, the current NPDES permit limits for the VWRF are the more
stringent effluent limits for priority pollutants established using water quality objectives
that are protective of saltwater aquatic life.  Based on the conclusions of the recently
completed Metals Translator Study (ENTRIX 2002), copper is likely to be the most
difficult compound to address from a compliance perspective.  The Metals Translator
Study found that copper concentrations in the Estuary exceeded both the daily and
monthly permit limits at all stations.  The other metals studied (nickel, lead and zinc)
infrequently exceeded the permit limits.  Thus, copper was identified as the main
regulatory driver in this system.

The species composition of the resident benthic community in the SCRE has been
determined in Section 4.0, and the salinity tolerance of many of these species has been
derived from the literature.  In order to provide a recommendation on the appropriate
criteria (either freshwater or saltwater) to apply as a permit limit for copper and other
metals, the species composition and salinity tolerance of the SCRE benthos is compared
to that used by the EPA in establishing the ambient water quality criteria.  This
comparison is the most direct way to make use of the species composition data.

This section describes the methodology used by the EPA in developing the copper limit.
The section concludes with a comparison of the species identified in the estuary to those
used by the EPA in developing the water quality criteria for copper.

6.1 OVERVIEW OF THE AMBIENT WATER QUALITY CRITERIA METHOD

The objective of ambient water quality criteria (AWQC) is to develop standards that are
protective of an aquatic community, either fresh or saltwater. Protectiveness is defined as
protecting at least 95% of the species found in that community.  To develop such
protective values, two things must be done: (1) identify surrogate laboratory species that
represent the community of interest, and (2) conduct laboratory toxicity tests with the
compound of interest to develop protective standards.
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US EPA (1994) provides guidance on how numerical water quality criteria for aquatic
life are to be developed.  If sufficient toxicological data are available, criteria are
developed for both acute and chronic exposures.  For freshwater organisms, the following
tests are required with at least one species in 8 different families from each category as
follows (from US EPA 1994):

Acute Acute-Chronic Ratios
• The family Salmonidae in the class

Osteichthyes
• At least one fish

• A second family in the class
Osteichthyes, preferably a commercial
or recreationally important species

• At least one invertebrate

• A third family in the Phylum Chordata
(may be a fish or amphibian)

• At least one acutely sensitive
freshwater species

• A planktonic crustacean such as a
cladoceran or copepod

• A benthic crustacean (ostracod, isopod,
amphipod, crayfish etc.)

• An insect (mayfly, dragonfly, damselfly,
stonefly, caddisfly, mosquito, midge etc)

• A family in a phylum other than
Arthropoda or Chordata, such as
Rotifera, Annelida or Mullusca

• A family in any order of insect or any
other phylum not already represented.

Additionally, the results of a test from at least one freshwater alga or vascular plant and
an acceptable bioconcentration factor with an appropriate freshwater species is required.

For saltwater organisms, at least one species from 8 different families as outlined below
are required (from US EPA 1994):

Acute Acute-Chronic Ratios
• Two families in the Phylum Chordata • At least one fish
• A family in a phylum other than

Arthropoda or Chordata
• At least one invertebrate

• Either the Mysidae or the Penaeidae
family

• At least one acutely sensitive
saltwater species

• Three other families not in the family
Chordata (may included Mysidae or
Penaeidae, whichever was not used
previously)

• Any other family
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Additionally, the results of a test from at least one saltwater alga or vascular plant and an
acceptable bioconcentration factor with an appropriate saltwater species is required.

The final acute value (or short-term toxicity) is estimated by statistically evaluating the
dataset (freshwater and saltwater separately) and choosing a concentration corresponding
to a cumulative probability of 0.05.  This results in a value that is protective of 95% of
the species tested.  A chronic value, depending on the dataset, can be developed as
described for the acute value or can be developed by dividing the acute value by an acute-
chronic ratio.  In either case, it is meant to also be protective of 95% of the species tested.

To develop these criteria, the criterion maximum concentration (CMC) is defined as one-
half the final acute value and the criterion continuous concentration (CCC) is set equal to
the lowest of the final chronic value, the final plant value or the final residue value (based
on the bioconcentration tests).

6.2 EPA BASIS FOR DEVELOPMENT OF THE COPPER AMBIENT WATER QUALITY
CRITERIA

Copper ambient water quality criteria (AWQC) are currently under revision (Federal
Register 1999).  Table 6-1 lists the species tested by the US EPA to develop fresh and
saltwater AWQC.  The following subsections summarize the fresh and saltwater
standards.

6.2.1 COPPER FRESHWATER CRITERIA

This review of the freshwater criteria for copper is based on the existing criteria
document (US EPA 1995).  Genus mean acute values for copper toxicity ranges from
9.92 µg/L for the cladoceran Ceriodaphnia reticulata to 10,240 µg/L for the stonefly
Acroneuria lycorias (US EPA 1995; Table 6-1).  Some of the same taxa identified in the
Estuary were used as test species including: physid snails, Daphnia, gammarid
amphipods and chironomids.

Based on these data, a freshwater final acute value was obtained for copper of 14.57 µg/L
at a hardness of 50mg/L.  This value was based on the 4 lowest acute values for three
species of Daphnia and for Ceriodaphnia reticulata.  The CMC of 7.285 µg/L at 50 mg/L
hardness was based on dividing the final acute value by 2.  The California Toxics Rule
(CTR) (Federal Register 2000) bases the California freshwater CMC for copper (13
µg/L) on the US EPA (1995) dataset but assumes a hardness of 100 mg/L and expresses
the value as a dissolved concentration.

Insufficient data were available to develop a freshwater chronic copper value using the 8
species procedure (US EPA 1995).  Therefore, the US EPA calculated a final chronic
value by dividing the final acute value discussed above by an acute-chronic ratio.  Thus,
the final chronic value of 5.16 µg/L at 50 mg/L hardness was chosen also as the CCC and
was based on the same toxicity database discussed above for the acute value.  As with the
CMC, the CTR CCC is based on the EPA value using a hardness of 100 mg/L and
expressing the value as a dissolved concentration.
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6.2.2 OVERVIEW OF THE COPPER SALTWATER CRITERIA

The current criteria document for copper saltwater criteria is US EPA (1985).  Genus
mean acute values for saltwater toxicity ranged from 5.8 µg/l in blue mussel embryos to
7,694 µg/L in the clam Rangia cuneata (Table 6-1).  None of the species tested in the
saltwater dataset are taxa that have been observed at the Santa Clara River Estuary.  The
saltwater final acute value was set at 5.83 µg/L, and the CMC was set at one half this
value or 2.91 µg/L.  The saltwater CCC as defined by the CTR for copper (4.8 µg/L) is
based on the same EPA dataset and is expressed as a dissolved concentration.  In
saltwater, no hardness factor is applied.

Very little chronic saltwater data are available.  Therefore, the EPA set the final chronic
value at 2.91 µg/L which corresponds to the EPA CMC discussed in the preceding
paragraph.  The saltwater CCC defined by the CTR is based on this EPA dataset and is
defined as 3.1 µg/L expressed as a dissolved concentration.

6.3 SELECTION OF AMBIENT WATER QUALITY CRITERIA FOR THE SANTA CLARA
RIVER ESTUARY

To select appropriate AWQC for the SCRE, the following criteria should be used (as
discussed in the CTR).  First the salinity of the water body should dictate whether the
fresh or saltwater value should apply.  If the receiving water body is less than 1 ppt, 95%
of the time, the freshwater standard applies. Conversely, if the receiving water body is
greater than 10 ppt, 95% of the time, the saltwater standards applies.  The zone between 1
and 10 ppt is a gray area, where either the more stringent of the two values is applied or
other parameters are used to evaluate applicability of the criteria.

In the case of salinity values between 1 and 10 ppt dominate, the CTR recommends that
the species composition be used to determine the appropriate criteria.  In applying this
information, one of the most important of these parameters is the similarity in community
composition between the toxicity test species used to develop the AWQC and the
receiving water body.  Because the AWQC are meant to protect 95% of the species in a
particular community, one must be assured that similar communities are being compared.
In order to evaluate community similarity, two factors were evaluated: salinity tolerances
of the test species and taxonomic overlap.  Each is described in the following:

6.3.1 SIMILARITY IN SALINITY TOLERANCES

The salinity tolerances of the toxicity test species were compared with the taxa identified
in the SCRE.  While salinity tolerances on all species were not available, those that could
be found were plotted on the salinity tolerance Figure 6.1. The complete results of the
literature review can be found in Appendix D. As shown on Figure 6.1 and Figure 6.2,
salinity tolerances of species from the freshwater toxicity dataset more closely match the
salinity tolerances of the taxa from the SCRE than the tolerances from the saltwater
toxicity dataset. Among the species on the saltwater list whose salinity tolerances were
known, half are marine organisms intolerant of brackish conditions and the other half are
brackish, euryhaline, or marine organisms tolerant of brackish conditions. Both the SCRE
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species, as well as the species on the freshwater list are primarily freshwater species
tolerant of brackish conditions or euryhaline species. The salinity tolerances of the
species in the freshwater toxicity dataset, therefore, more closely reflect the tolerances of
the SCRE species.

6.3.2 TAXONOMIC OVERLAP

Based on the review of the copper CMC and CCC, the freshwater criteria were developed
using more taxonomically similar species to those found in the SCRE than the saltwater
toxicity dataset. Table 6-1 shows the overlaps at the species, genus, and family level of
the species found in the SCRE and the species on the freshwater and saltwater toxicity
datasets.  As shown in this table, six species from the freshwater toxicity dataset overlap
with those found in the estuary at the genus level (Physa, Daphnia, Gammarus, and
Chironomus), and 1 species overlaps at the family level (Lumbriculidae). There is a 25%
overlap between the EPA test species used to establish the freshwater copper criteria with
those actually found in the SCRE.  In addition, the most sensitive species found in the
Estuary, Daphnia Magna is protected by the freshwater ambient water quality criterion.
Conversely, there are no overlaps between the EPA’s saltwater toxicity species and the
species found in the SCRE at the species, genus, or family level. Thus, from a taxonomic
perspective, the freshwater AWQC dataset for copper is more applicable to the ecological
community found in the SCRE than the saltwater values.

Taken together, the comparison of the SCRE taxa with those used to establish the copper
standards indicate that the freshwater criteria are the appropriate set.  The freshwater
species used to establish the copper criteria overlap those found in the SCRE, while there
is no taxonomic overlap with the saltwater species.  Salinity tolerances are similar for the
freshwater test species and those in the SCRE, but dissimilar to those in the saltwater test
species.
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7.0
DISCUSSION

Estuaries are a highly unstable physical, chemical, and biological environments, and do
not fit neatly into freshwater or saltwater categories.  The SCRE is no exception, but it is
unique among southern California estuaries owing to the constant freshwater influx from
the VWRF.  This anthropogenic benefit in part counteracts the anthropogenic detriments
of upstream diversions and pumping, which would otherwise dewater the estuary for
much of the year.

7.1 BENEFITS OF CONTINUING DISCHARGE

In the 1995 NPDES permit, the Regional Board states:

“…concurred with the findings in the [1978] facilities plan that [the facility’s] discharge is not
degrading the beneficial uses of the Estuary, and in fact, some of the beneficial uses, such as fish and
wildlife habitat and non-contact water recreation, are enhanced by the presence of the discharge.”

The Phase 3 Study (ENTRIX 1999) summarized numerous consultations with local
biological specialists.  The consensus was that the SCRE supports a wide diversity of
avian wildlife, including a number of rare, endangered and threatened species. It provides
a wintering ground and flyway for migrating birds. The SCRE was recognized as an
ecosystem that is becoming rarer in Southern California where urban development is
impacting the river and wetland systems that remain. Discharge from the City’s outfall
increases the water in this system, thereby increasing the habitat for this avian
community.

The SCRE is also a critical waterway for migrating steelhead. Under direction of the
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), United Water Conservation District rescues
(traps and transports) downstream migrating rainbow trout/steelhead smolts captured in
the Vern Freeman Diversion. These fish are released in the Santa Clara River Estuary
(ENTRIX, 1996, pers. comm. 1999). Treated effluent from the City’s facility augments
water in the lagoon for these rescue efforts, especially during years of low flow.

7.2 INTEGRATION OF RESIDENT SPECIES STUDY RESULTS

This discussion summarizes and integrates the results of the Resident Species Study, and
recommends that either the freshwater aquatic standards be applied to the VWRF
discharge, or that the criterion be modified to reflect the hardness of the receiving waters.

Comparison of the species used by the EPA to establish the freshwater ambient water
quality criteria show an approximate 25% overlap between SCRE species and the test
species for copper.   Of the six most common taxa found in the SCRE, four were used by
the EPA in establishing the freshwater ambient water quality criteria for copper.  Most
taxonomic overlap between the EPA test species and SCRE species is at the genus level.
Furthermore, the most sensitive species found in the estuary (Daphnia magna) is
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protected by the freshwater criteria.  There is no taxonomic overlap at the species, genus,
or family level between SCRE species and the species used by the EPA to establish the
saltwater criteria.

The majority of taxa found in the Estuary were freshwater organisms that are tolerant of
brackish conditions.  Comparison of the salinity tolerance of species used to establish the
ambient water quality criteria show significant overlap between the salinity tolerance
ranges of SCRE species and the salinity tolerance ranges of test species for the freshwater
criteria (Figure 6.1 and Figure 6.2).  In addition, the SCRE is unique among southern
California estuaries, which are predominantly estuarine and marine in invertebrate
species composition.

7.3 FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS

As supported by the data presented in this report, the City requests that the freshwater
criteria apply to the discharge from the VWRF.  In an ecosystem with a species
composition indicating a tendency to freshwater conditions, such as the SCRE, the
hardness of the receiving water can be used to derive a site-specific objective for the
metals.  Hardness is used as a surrogate for a number of water quality characteristics that
affect the toxicity of metals in a variety of ways.  Increasing hardness has the effect of
decreasing the toxicity of metals (40 CFR 131 E.2.g).  Accordingly, it is appropriate for
the Regional Board to use the hardness-dependent equations for fresh water metals
criteria presented in the CTR to establish site-specific objectives for the SCRE.
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Figure 1.1:  Map of Southern California Bight Showing Location of the Santa Clara River Estuary.
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Figure 2.1 Illustration of Remane’s [108] “paradox of brackish water.”
                  Species numbers and diversity are lower in estuarine than in

     fresh or marine waters.   (Chapman and Wang 2001)



Figure 2.2 Species Richness vs. Salinity in the SCRE
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Figure 2.3. Vegetation Map of Santa Clara River Estuary (ENTRIX 1999)



Figure 3.1:  Map of Santa Clara River Estuary Showing  Benthic Sampling Stations B1-B11.
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Figure 4.1:  Santa Clara River Estuary Hydrodynamics From  5/01 to 7/02
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Figure 4.2a:  Average Salinity by Season and Mouth Condition for Upper Estuary 
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Figure 4.2b:  Average Salinity by Season and Mouth Condition for Lower Estuary Region.
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Figure 4.2c:  Average Salinity by Season and Mouth Condition for Outfall Region.
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Figure 4.2d:  Average Salinity by Season and Mouth Condition for Mouth Region.
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APPENDIX A

PHYSICAL AND CHEMICAL SURVEY RESULTS



APPENDIX B

MACROINVERTEBRATE SURVEY RESULTS



APPENDIX C

U. S. FISH AND WILDLIFE MACROINVERTEBRATE RESULTS



  

APPENDIX D

SALINITY TOLERANCE LITERATURE REVIEW






